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Introduction

Texting while driving is a particularly dangerous form of distracted driving because it combines visual,
manual, and cognitive distraction. A driver who reads or writes a message must look away from
traffic, manipulate a device, and think about content that is unrelated to immediate road conditions.
Those demands reduce the ability to maintain lane position, regulate speed, monitor mirrors,
recognize pedestrians, and respond quickly when another vehicle stops or changes direction. The
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration reported that 3,208 people were killed in U.S. crashes
involving distracted drivers in 2024 and that distracted driving was involved in 8 percent of fatal
crashes that year (NHTSA, 2026). These figures include several forms of distraction rather than
texting alone, yet they demonstrate the scale of preventable harm associated with divided attention.
Official counts probably understate the full burden because investigators cannot always establish
whether a phone was being used immediately before a collision. The central safety principle is simple:
messaging requires attention that driving already needs.

Why Texting Impairs Driving Performance

Driving is a continuous perceptual and decision-making task rather than a passive activity that can be
paused while a message is checked. A driver must scan road signs, traffic signals, lane boundaries,
cyclists, pedestrians, mirrors, and the movement of nearby vehicles while simultaneously controlling
speed and steering. Experimental research consistently shows that texting disrupts these functions.
Caird et al. (2014), in a meta-analysis of 28 studies, found that reading and composing messages
worsened visual attention, reaction time, lane control, speed control, following behavior, and collision-
related performance. The risk arises partly because drivers do not simply “multitask” two complex
activities at full capacity; attention switches between them, leaving periods when relevant
information is not processed adequately. A person can therefore be looking in the general direction of
the road while failing to register an emerging hazard. The short duration of a glance is not protective
because road conditions can change within seconds. At highway speed, even a brief period of
diverted attention allows a vehicle to travel a substantial distance before the driver is fully engaged
again.
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Why Drivers Continue the Behavior

Many drivers understand that texting is dangerous yet continue because familiarity produces
overconfidence. A person who has checked messages many times without crashing may interpret
good fortune as evidence of skill. Social expectations also encourage immediate response. Friends,
employers, customers, and family members may expect rapid communication, while phone
notifications are designed to capture attention and create a sense of urgency. This combination
makes the behavior feel routine even when the consequences can be severe. Some drivers attempt to
compensate by slowing down or glancing up frequently, but compensation cannot eliminate the
information missed while attention is on the phone. Hands-free systems reduce some visual and
manual demands but do not remove cognitive distraction. Strayer et al. (2003) found that phone
conversation can impair attention to braking vehicles and memory for objects in the driving
environment, while He et al. (2014) found that speech-based texting was less disruptive than
handheld typing yet still degraded performance compared with driving without a messaging task. The
safest strategy is postponement, not confidence in multitasking.

Human and Social Consequences

The consequences of distracted driving extend far beyond the driver who chose to send or read a
message. Passengers, cyclists, pedestrians, road workers, motorcyclists, and occupants of other
vehicles may be injured despite having no control over the distraction. Survivors can experience
chronic pain, disability, traumatic brain injury, loss of income, psychological trauma, and years of
rehabilitation, while families may face bereavement, caregiving demands, legal disputes, or financial
hardship. The distracted driver may also experience criminal liability, civil claims, insurance
consequences, and lasting guilt after causing preventable harm. Economic losses spread through
emergency response, healthcare, vehicle repair, lost productivity, court systems, and long-term
disability support. NHTSA’s broader economic analysis of motor-vehicle crashes has shown that
distraction imposes costs far beyond the immediate collision scene (NHTSA, 2023). These
consequences explain why texting while driving is not merely a private risk preference. Driving occurs
in a shared environment, and one person’s momentary decision can impose irreversible costs on
people who never consented to that risk.

Law, Enforcement, and Prevention

U.S. distracted-driving laws vary by jurisdiction, so penalties should not be described as if one
national rule applies to every private driver. States differ in whether they prohibit handheld phone use
broadly, texting specifically, or particular behavior by novice or school-bus drivers. Criminal
consequences can become much more serious when distracted conduct contributes to injury or death,
but an ordinary traffic violation is not equivalent to vehicular homicide or reckless-driving prosecution.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2



@ ’ACADEMIC

Effective law also depends on enforceability. A narrow ban on texting can be difficult to apply when
an officer cannot tell whether the driver was typing a message, changing music, dialing, or using
navigation. Broader restrictions on holding or manually operating a device may be clearer for both
drivers and police. Enforcement should remain transparent and fairly administered so that safety
rules do not become a basis for arbitrary stops. Visible enforcement, public education, and
understandable rules can increase perceived detection risk, which is often more relevant to behavior
than an unusually severe penalty that drivers believe is unlikely to be imposed.

Education, Employers, and Family Norms

Education is most effective when it explains how distraction changes driving performance rather than
relying only on slogans. New drivers can benefit from demonstrations showing how lane position and
reaction time deteriorate during messaging, while experienced drivers need the same message
because distraction is not limited to teenagers. Parents influence behavior through example: a parent
who checks a phone while driving undermines verbal warnings given to a young driver. Passengers
can also reduce risk by offering to send a message, enter navigation, or ask the driver to pull over
safely. Employers have a particular responsibility when staff drive for work. Workers should not be
expected to answer calls, texts, or emails while a vehicle is moving, and managers should model the
same rule. Occupational policies can make it clear that delayed communication is acceptable when
driving. NIOSH guidance recommends policies that prohibit phone use while driving for work and
encourage drivers to stop safely before communicating (CDC/NIOSH, 2024). Prevention becomes
more credible when families, schools, and workplaces reinforce the same behavioral expectation.

Technology as a Protective Tool

Phones and vehicles can contribute to distraction, but technology can also reduce temptation and
provide additional safeqguards. Driving modes can silence notifications, send automatic replies, limit
access to selected applications, or reduce the visual prominence of incoming messages. Drivers can
activate these settings before departure and place the phone in a bag, glove compartment, or
another location that is not easily reached. Navigation, music, and destination information should also
be prepared before the vehicle begins moving. Vehicle-based monitoring systems can detect
prolonged gaze away from the road or other signs of inattention, although these systems should be
treated as backup protection rather than permission to use a phone. Hands-free controls may be
useful for genuinely necessary functions, but voice interaction still consumes attention and should be
minimized in complex traffic. The strongest use of technology is therefore preventive: remove
notifications, reduce opportunities for impulsive checking, and create friction between the driver and
the device. Safety improves when the default behavior is to ignore the phone until the vehicle is
parked.
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Conclusion

Texting while driving is dangerous because it asks the driver to divide attention between two
activities that each require timely perception and decision-making. Scientific evidence shows
impairment in reaction time, lane control, visual attention, and hazard detection, while national crash
data continue to document thousands of deaths involving distracted drivers (Caird et al., 2014;
NHTSA, 2026). No single intervention will eliminate the behavior. Clear laws, visible enforcement,
driver education, employer policies, family norms, phone settings, and vehicle technology work best
when they reinforce one another. The goal should be prevention rather than waiting for a serious
crash and then increasing punishment. Drivers who receive an urgent message can stop safely before
responding; passengers can assist with communication; and employers can make delayed responses
acceptable. These measures require only a small change in routine compared with the consequences
of a collision. A message, email, or notification can wait until the vehicle is no longer moving, whereas
the opportunity to avoid a pedestrian, cyclist, stopped vehicle, or sudden road hazard may last only a
fraction of a second.

References

Caird, ). K., Johnston, K. A., Willness, C. R., Asbridge, M., & Steel, P. (2014). A meta-analysis of the
effects of texting on driving. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 71, 311-318.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health.
(2024). Distracted driving at work.

He, J., Choi, W., McCarley, J. S., Chaparro, B. S., & Wang, C. (2014). Texting while driving using a
speech-based text entry system. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 72, 287-295.

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. (2023). The economic and societal impact of motor
vehicle crashes, 2019.

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. (2026). Distracted driving.

Strayer, D. L., Drews, F. A., & Johnston, W. A. (2003). Cell phone-induced failures of visual attention
during simulated driving. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, 9(1), 23-32.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



