
Cognitive

Manual

Visual

Visual/ 
Manual

Secondary Ta
sk

Primary 
Task

Receiving the 
highest focus.

Monitored in  
the background.

Scanning Predicting Identifying Decision-
Making

Executing a 
Response

Constant visual assessment  
of the environment for  

potential hazards

Anticipating potential  
hazards even before  

they are seen

Recognizing  
the existence  
of a hazard

Choosing what action  
to take and whether  

to initiate action

Constant visual assessment  
of the environment for  

potential hazards

1 2 3 4 5

©2025 Our Driving Concern, an NSC program in cooperation with the Ohio Department of Transportation.	 0126

oh.ourdrivingconcern.org

Driver distraction problem & types
Diverting attention from driving to focusing on another activity.

Multitasking myth
Multitasking impairs performance. It is a misconception that two tasks can be done  
simultaneously and as safely as possible. People do not perform as well when trying to  
accomplish two attention-demanding tasks at the same time.3 Make driving the primary  
focus and perform other cognitively demanding tasks only when safely parked.

When a person performs two tasks at the same time, the brain identifies 
and processes one as a primary task and the other as a secondary 
task.2 The cognitive process of shifting between primary and  
secondary tasks is called attention-switching.

The human brain is not capable of multitasking, or doing two things at once. Instead, the brain 
is constantly attention-switching between the two tasks, never giving full focus to either one. 
Here are ways to recognize driver distraction so you can better understand how to drive safely. 
No call, text or email is more valuable than our lives—while we are driving.

Understanding Driver Distraction

The mental workload associated with 
a task that involves thinking about 
something other than driving.

Tasks that require the driver to take 
a hand off the steering wheel and 
manipulate a device.

Tasks that require the 
driver to look away from 
the roadway.

Tasks that draw eyes and a 
hand off steering wheel to 
manipulate a device.

Primary & secondary tasks

Eight people die every day on our US roadways in distraction-affected crashes.1

Information processing in the brain
When driving in demanding environments, 
the brain constantly processes huge 
amounts of information related to the 
primary task of driving. The brain’s 
information-processing steps align with  
the acronym SPIDER: scanning, 
predicting, identifying, decision-making 
and executing a response.5

Inattentive blindness is defined as the failure to notice a visible hazard such as a changing 
traffic light, a person or a vehicle that has slowed down or stopped in front of you.

Inattentive blindness
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Cell phone ownership is near 100% with 1 out of 10 drivers using a cell phone.6

Vision is the most important way drivers get the information they need to drive safely. Yet 
drivers using cell phones have a tendency to “look at” but not “see” objects. Estimates indicate 
drivers using hands-free cell phones look at but fail to see up to 50% of the information in their 
driving environment.7 Even when a driver’s eyes are on the road and hands are on the wheel, 
cognitive distraction causes significant impairments to driving – known as tunnel vision.

Figure 1. Driver’s field of vision without 
cell phone use

Figure 2. Driver’s reduced field of vision with 
cell phone use

Distractions  
can wait.

Driving can't.
Hands-free devices and voice command systems  
can be distracting
The cognitive distraction from paying attention to conversation or In-Vehicle 
Information Systems (IVIS) alerts — from listening and responding to a  
disembodied voice — can be similar on both hand-held and hands-free devices, 
because the driver’s brain is allotting some of its processing power to the  
phone conversation rather than scanning the road, tracking the movement  
and position of other vehicles and watching for hazards.

Using a cell phone while driving is more dangerous 
than talking to passengers or listening to music.7

 
Increasing 
Concerns

In-vehicle infotainment 
systems (touchscreens, 

infotainment options and  
other features) divert  

driver attention  
from the roadways. 

Recommendations

Employers: Ban phone meetings and other  
communications with employees while they are driving.

Manufacturers: Make interactive in-vehicle technology 
simpler and more intuitive so driver attention is not  
diverted from the primary task of driving.

Drivers: Do not use hands-free or handheld cell phones, 
voice command systems or interactive in-vehicle technology 
such as dashboard touchscreens while driving. More than a 
single touch or swipe can cause unsafe distractions.

Read the Full Report.

Download!

Understanding Driver Distraction (continued)
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Understanding Driver Distraction (continued)

Additional distracted driving resources from the National Safety Council:

1. �National Safety Council, Injury Facts (website). Distracted Driving. Retrieved from https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/motor-vehicle-safety-issues/
distracted-driving/ on June 27, 2025.

2. �Dux, P. E., Ivanoff, J., Asplund, C. L., & Marois, R. (2006). Isolation of a central bottleneck of information processing with time-resolved FMRI. Neuron.  
52 (6), 1109-1120. doi: 10.1016/j.neuron.2006.11.009.

3. �Hallowell, E. M. (2005). Overloaded circuits: Why smart people underperform. Harvard Business Review.
4. �Just, M. A., Carpenter, P. A., Keller, T. A., Emery, L., Zajac, H., & Thulborn, K.R. (2001). Interdependence of nonoverlapping cortical systems in dual 

cognitive tasks. NeuroImage, 14(2), 417-426.
5. �Biondi, F., Turill, J. M., Coleman, J. R., Cooper, J. M., & Strayer, D. L. (2015). Cognitive Distraction Impairs Drivers’ Anticipatory Glances: An On-Road Study. 

Proceedings of the Eighth International Driving Symposium on Human Factors Assessment, Training and Vehicle Design. Retrieved from https://pubs.lib.
uiowa.edu/driving/article/28568/galley/136860/view/ on June 27, 2025.

6. �https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/813660 -CS on June 27, 2025.
7. �AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety (2014). 2013 Traffic Safety Culture Index. Retrieved from https://aaafoundation.org/2013-traffic-safety-culture-index/ 

on June 27, 2025.
8. �Drews, F. A, Pasupathi, M., & Strayer, D. L. (2008). Passenger and cell phone conversations in simulated driving. Journal of Experimental Psychology: 

Applied, 14(4), 392-400.
9. �https://aaafoundation.org/2023-traffic-safety-culture-index/ on June 27, 2025.

Cites:

Cell phone use behind the wheel

nsc.org/roadtozero nsc.org/driveithome

Drivers' Beliefs 
Need to Turn  
into Actions9

Drivers were asked 
about their views  
and actions around 
using cell phones 
while driving.

87%96%

73%87%

40%

think texting or emailing while 
driving is a serious safety threat

support laws banning reading/
typing/sending texts or emails 
while driving

think talking on cell phones  
is a serious safety threat

support laws banning 
handheld use while driving

support laws banning any type 
of cell phone use while driving

Drivers think cell phone use is distracting … for other people.

Distractions can wait. Driving can't.


