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Introduction
Smartphones have become ubiquitous in daily life – and unfortunately on the road. In the past
five years, many developed countries have reported an alarming number of automobile crashes
and fatalities attributed to drivers distracted by mobile phones. Public perception mirrors this
concern: in a 2020 survey, 96% of U.S. motorists said that texting or emailing while driving is
extremely or very dangerous. Yet despite broad awareness, driver behavior hasn’t caught up –
significant portions of drivers admit to using their phones behind the wheel, and the
consequences are showing up in crash statistics. This report examines whether smartphone-
related driving fatalities have truly been rising, identifies which countries and U.S. states are
worst (and least) affected, and analyzes how laws, enforcement, demographics, and technology
intersect with this deadly trend. We also review responses from car manufacturers, smartphone
companies, and governments, and conclude with concrete recommendations at the national,
state, community, and individual levels to combat distracted driving.

Five-Year Trend: Rising Smartphone Distraction Crashes
Is the problem getting worse? Data from the past five years indicate that distraction-related
crashes – especially those involving mobile phone use – remain a significant threat. In Europe,
driver distraction is estimated to play a role in 5–25% of all crashes, with over 3,000 fatalities
in 2019 alone attributed to distracted driving. The United States has seen distracted driving
account for roughly 8–10% of all traffic deaths annually in recent years. Crucially, a large share
of this distraction involves smartphones – from texting and calling to navigation and even social
media use. Below is a summary of U.S. distracted driving fatality totals over the last five years,
illustrating the trend:

Year U.S. Fatalities in Crashes Involving a Distracted Driver Yearly Change

2018 2,841 – (baseline)

2019 ~3,142 +11% (approx.)

2020 ~3,154 +0.4%

2021 3,522 +12% (surge)



Year U.S. Fatalities in Crashes Involving a Distracted Driver Yearly Change

2022 3,308 –6%

2023 3,275 –1%

Table: U.S. road fatalities involving driver distraction, 2018–2023. (Sources: NHTSA FARS data
)

As shown above, the United States experienced an uptick in distraction-related deaths
through 2020 and a sharp jump in 2021, when over 3,500 people died in crashes involving
distracted drivers. This 2021 spike – a 12% increase over 2020 – coincided with a general rise
in traffic fatalities as pandemic travel patterns shifted. Since then, distraction-related deaths
have eased slightly (down ~6% in 2022 and essentially flat into 2023). However, the annual
toll remains higher than in 2018, indicating no definitive reversal of the problem. In total, over
16,600 people in the U.S. were killed in the past five years due to distracted driving, a
substantial portion of which involved smartphone use.

It’s important to note that these figures likely undercount the true extent of phone distraction in
crashes. Police reports often rely on driver admission or visible evidence to identify cellphone
use, which means many cases can go unreported. For example, in 2022 U.S. data, official
reports logged 402 fatalities specifically involving cellphone use (roughly 1% of all road
deaths). Safety experts assert the real number is higher, given how difficult it is to prove phone
involvement after a crash. In countries like the UK, official records show only 22 deaths in 2022
where a driver using a mobile phone was a contributing factor – barely 1% of the UK’s road
fatalities. While the UK’s absolute number is very low, analysts believe underreporting and strict
definitions (requiring clear evidence of phone use) contribute to that figure. By contrast, Canada
estimates about 21–22% of fatal collisions involve driver distraction, a higher proportion
than in the U.S. or UK. Australia and many EU countries likewise report distraction (particularly
mobile phone use) as a factor in roughly 10–20% of road fatalities. In France, for instance,
about 9% of deadly crashes are officially attributed to mobile phone distraction. And even in
highly regulated Japan, 2024 saw a record 31 fatal crashes caused by drivers using phones,
up from 25 the year before – a sign that phone distraction is creeping upward even where
overall road deaths are low.

Bottom line: Across developed nations, smartphone distraction remains a persistent or
growing contributor to crashes. In the United States, the past five years show a net increase
in distraction-related fatalities (comparing 2018 to 2023) even after a post-2021 plateau. Other
wealthy countries likewise report that phone-in-hand driving continues to cause intolerable loss
of life. The next sections explore where this problem is most acute, and why.



Where is the problem worst? Highest vs. Lowest
Regions
When it comes to fatalities linked to smartphone distraction, not all places are equally affected.
A comparative look at different countries – and at individual U.S. states – reveals striking
disparities. These differences often correlate with local laws, enforcement, and even cultural
factors:

Within the United States: Certain states stand out as hotspots for distraction-related
crashes. According to an analysis by Zutobi using federal data, New Mexico has ranked
worst in the nation for four years running. In 2023 New Mexico reported 163 distracted-
driving deaths, 37% of all its fatal crashes – the highest share in the country. Other states
with very high proportions of fatal crashes involving distraction include Louisiana and
Kansas (around 30%). By contrast, some states report relatively few distracted driving
deaths. The most extreme case is Washington, D.C., which in one recent year recorded
zero fatal crashes attributed to driver distraction. States such as Nevada, North Carolina,
North Dakota, Rhode Island, and Mississippi were also among those with the lowest
reported distracted-driving fatality rates. Several of these “low” states are small or
sparsely populated (e.g. Vermont, the Dakotas), which inherently see fewer total crashes –
but interestingly, Mississippi made the low-fatality list despite its poor overall road safety
record. This paradox is likely due to reporting and enforcement gaps: Mississippi historically
had weak cellphone laws (no full hand-held ban) and issued very few distracted driving
citations, which can lead to undercounting distraction as a cause. In short, states that
appear safe in distraction statistics may simply not be catching or recording it.
In the developed world: The United States, with roughly 3,000+ distraction fatalities
yearly, clearly bears a large burden in absolute terms (unsurprising given its population and
car usage). But other developed countries are not immune. Canada sees about 1 in 5 road
deaths linked to driver distraction (including phones) according to Transport Canada
data – meaning distraction rivals or exceeds impaired driving in some provinces. Some
European countries have notable issues: for example, Ireland’s road safety agency
estimates distraction (often phone-related) is a factor in 20–30% of collisions, and Italy has
reported that roughly 1 in 4 fatal crashes involve a distracted driver. In Australia, national
research suggests approximately 14–18% of deadly crashes involve mobile phone
distraction, prompting several states to deploy special traffic cameras to catch drivers on
their phones. On the other end of the spectrum, some countries report relatively low
numbers: as mentioned, the UK recorded 22 mobile-phone-related road deaths in 2022,
and Japan’s 31 phone distraction deaths in 2024 also represent just ~1% of its traffic
fatalities. These lower figures may reflect successful enforcement and public attitudes (UK
and Japan have long outlawed hand-held phone use while driving), but they also likely



In summary, the worst hotspots for smartphone-distraction fatalities tend to be areas with a
combination of heavy phone use and insufficient countermeasures. New Mexico’s nation-
leading 37% distracted crash share in 2023 hints at systemic issues – possibly less stringent
enforcement or broader driving-risk factors – whereas places like the UK or DC that boast very
low numbers benefit from strict laws, urban transit alternatives, and proactive policing. However,
caution is warranted in interpreting the “best” cases: a zero in the data doesn’t always mean
zero drivers are distracted, only that none were documented. As the next section explores,
strong laws and vigorous enforcement emerge as common threads in regions successfully
curbing distracted driving.

Laws, Enforcement, and Other Factors Correlated with
Fatalities
Why do some regions suffer more smartphone-related crashes than others? Research points to
several key factors: the strength of distracted driving laws, the intensity of law enforcement,
broader safety culture and demographics, and even economic factors like vehicle technology
and wealth. Here’s how these elements correlate with outcomes:

underestimate the problem (e.g. unless a crash investigation finds an obvious phone in
hand, the cause may be logged differently).

Legal Framework – Texting Bans vs. Hands-Free Laws: Virtually all developed countries
and U.S. states now have some form of restriction on mobile phone use while driving.
However, the strictness of these laws varies. In the U.S., 48 states ban texting for all
drivers (Missouri and Montana were the last holdouts, with Montana as of 2024 the only
state without a full texting ban). But texting bans alone can be hard to enforce – a driver can
claim they were dialing or using the GPS, which might be technically legal under a texting-
only law. Recognizing this, 24+ states (and growing) have enacted full hand-held phone
bans, meaning a driver cannot legally hold or use a phone at all except via hands-free
mode. Evidence suggests these comprehensive bans are more effective. A Transportation
Research Board study of U.S. and Canada laws found that the most effective statutes were
those with “unambiguous language” clearly defining prohibited device use and no
loopholes. States like New York, Connecticut, Delaware, and California, which pioneered
hand-held bans over a decade ago, not only have long-standing laws but also aggressive
enforcement and now rank among the safest states in per-capita crash deaths. By contrast,
many states in the Deep South were slower to adopt such laws (e.g. Mississippi,
Alabama, South Carolina still have no statewide hand-held ban), and these states
consistently have some of the highest traffic fatality rates in the nation. The absence of a
strong law is clearly associated with more dangerous roads: Mississippi, for example,
is one of the deadliest states for all crashes and lacked a hand-held phone ban during the
period studied. On the other hand, places like Washington, D.C., New York, and New



Jersey, which have strict phone bans and were early adopters, are among the places
you’re least likely to die in a crash. Internationally, most developed countries instituted
hand-held phone bans in the 2000s, and some go further (for instance, many European
nations also ban novice drivers or commercial drivers from any phone use, even hands-
free). Higher penalties also correlate with better compliance: a few U.S. states (e.g.
Alaska, Utah) even include the possibility of jail time for a first offense and fines up to $750
or more, and these states send a strong message that phone driving is as serious as drunk
driving.
Enforcement Practices: A law on the books is only effective if it’s enforced. Enforcement
varies widely, and this has a direct impact on driver behavior. Some telling data: Delaware –
a small state with one of the nation’s toughest enforcement stances – has issued the most
distracted driving tickets per capita since its ban took effect, even more than much larger
states like New York. Not coincidentally, Delaware also reports relatively low fatality rates
from distracted crashes. By contrast, several states with high distraction fatality rates also
have notoriously low enforcement. One analysis noted Louisiana, Wyoming, and
Mississippi were among the top ten deadliest states for distracted driving, and all three had
issued fewer than 100 tickets per 100,000 residents for distracted driving, ranking at the
bottom for enforcement. In other words, in some of the places where drivers are dying at
the highest rates, police rarely ticket people for using phones. Lack of enforcement
can stem from legal limits (e.g. if a texting law is only “secondary,” meaning officers can’t
stop a driver solely for that offense – Florida and Nebraska had such secondary
enforcement clauses for texting ) or simply resource and priority issues. On the flip side,
innovative enforcement tactics have proven effective in some areas: police in New York and
Connecticut ran pilot programs where officers rode in highway trucks or looked down from
overpasses to spot texting drivers, dramatically increasing ticketing success. High-visibility
enforcement campaigns, such as the U.S. DOT’s “U Drive. U Text. U Pay.” blitz each April
(Distracted Driving Awareness Month), combine boosted patrols with media ads to deter
would-be violators. In 2024, NHTSA updated the slogan to “Phone Down. It’s the Law –
Put the Phone Away or Pay”, emphasizing both personal responsibility and legal
consequences. Strong enforcement not only catches offenders but also creates a
perception of risk – if drivers believe they are likely to be caught and fined, they are less
inclined to pick up the phone. This partly explains why in places like New York City, where
enforcement and public messaging have been intense, observed driver phone use has
declined over time.

Demographics and Culture: Demographic factors also influence distracted driving
patterns. Younger drivers are by far the most frequent users of smartphones, and this is
reflected in crash data. Observational surveys show that at any given moment, drivers age
16–24 have the highest rate of phone manipulation (texting, tapping, etc.) – in one U.S.
study, 6.5% of young drivers were observed manipulating a device, more than double the
rate of older drivers. This translates to higher risk: a naturalistic study found drivers who



Initiatives by Vehicle Manufacturers and Tech Companies

spent the greatest proportion of their driving time on the phone also had the highest rates
of near-crashes and crashes overall. Regions or communities with a higher share of tech-
savvy teenagers and young adults may therefore see more distraction crashes. For
example, college towns or fast-growing cities with young populations might have different
challenges than areas with older drivers. Cultural attitudes also matter – in countries like
Japan, there is strong social disapproval of using a handheld phone while driving, reflected
in its low incidence of such crashes (and harsh penalties). Meanwhile, in places where
multitasking is often culturally tolerated or where commuters have long solo drives (say,
rural areas), people may be more tempted to use phones. Indeed, rural states often show
lower rates of phone citation (sparse enforcement) but suffer high fatal crash rates overall,
implying that when distraction does occur on high-speed rural highways, it can be especially
deadly. Wealth and technology play a role too: wealthier populations can afford newer
cars equipped with advanced safety systems and connectivity (discussed below), and they
may also be more likely to use hands-free devices. Conversely, lower-income regions might
have older vehicles (no Bluetooth or integrated screens) and less access to driver-
assistance features, potentially increasing reliance on handheld phones for navigation or
communication while driving. Economic investment in public transit can mitigate personal
vehicle risks as well – for instance, New York City and London benefit from many
commuters on trains rather than driving, which inherently lowers exposure to phone-related
crash risk in those locales. All these factors intertwine with law and enforcement; for
example, a community with a safety-conscious culture will push for tougher laws and
compliance, reinforcing a virtuous cycle. In short, younger, more car-dependent, and less
regulated populations tend to see more smartphone distraction on the road, whereas
areas with older drivers, strong public safety culture, and robust transit alternatives see
fewer cases.
Data and Reporting Differences: A final factor in comparing regions is simply how data
are collected. Some jurisdictions have better mechanisms to investigate and record phone
involvement in crashes. If a state trooper can easily subpoena phone records or uses crash
report forms that prompt for distraction factors, that state might log more “distracted driving”
fatalities on the books than a state that lacks those processes. This was alluded to in the
Zutobi report, noting “different state guidelines on reporting distracted driving
accidents” could explain some of the wide variation between states. Similarly, international
differences in defining “caused by a mobile phone” (some only count if phone use was the
primary cause, others if it was any contributing factor) will affect the statistics. Thus, a low
number might indicate true safety or just less rigorous tracking. Nonetheless, regardless of
reporting nuances, the consensus is that smartphone distraction is a real and
preventable cause of crashes everywhere – and places that have systematically attacked
the issue show markedly better outcomes.



Recognizing the dangers of driver phone use, both the automotive industry and smartphone
makers have introduced features to help mitigate distraction. These efforts range from high-tech
driver monitoring systems to simple software modes on phones:

In-Car Technology and Automakers: Vehicle manufacturers have steadily been adding
features to reduce driver distraction or offset its risks. A major development is the
implementation of Driver Monitoring Systems (DMS) in new cars. These systems (using
cameras and sensors pointed at the driver) can detect signs that the driver is not paying
attention – for instance, if eyes are off the road for an extended time or if the driver is
looking down at their lap (where a phone might be). Luxury brands and tech-forward
automakers have led the charge. Tesla, for example, updated its Autopilot driver-assist
system to use an in-cabin camera to check that the driver’s gaze remains on the road when
Autopilot is active, issuing alerts if the driver appears disengaged. General Motors
(Cadillac) and Ford have deployed similar tech in their semi-autonomous driving features
(GM’s Super Cruise and Ford’s BlueCruise): an infrared camera tracks the driver’s eye
movements and will warn or even slow the car if the driver looks away for too long,
effectively forcing drivers to stay attentive even if the car is handling steering within a lane.
In Europe, such driver-monitoring will soon be ubiquitous – the EU’s General Safety
Regulation now mandates that all new car models from 2024 onward include a
system to detect driver drowsiness and distraction, with full fleet compliance by 2026.
Automakers are integrating these as part of advanced safety suites: for instance, Volvo (a
company renowned for safety) announced it would equip all its vehicles with interior
cameras to combat distracted and impaired driving. If Volvo’s system detects a distracted
driver (e.g., eyes off road or no steering input), it can issue escalating alerts and even
intervene – by reducing speed or safely pulling over – if the driver fails to respond. Beyond
monitoring the driver, many cars also lock out certain interactive features on built-in
screens while the vehicle is moving. For example, most factory navigation systems prevent
typing an address unless the car is in Park, and some infotainment systems have a
“blackout” or simplified display mode to minimize visual distraction. Car companies have
also introduced voice-controlled interfaces and steering wheel buttons for common
tasks (like adjusting music or making a call) to keep drivers’ hands on the wheel and eyes
forward. Nearly all new cars support Apple CarPlay and Android Auto, which project a
phone’s functions onto the dashboard screen in a driver-optimized format. These systems
are designed to streamline phone tasks – offering large buttons, voice activation (Siri or
Google Assistant), and disabling of certain apps – to discourage touching the phone itself.
Studies by tech firms indicate that using Android Auto can reduce the time a driver’s
eyes are off the road compared to fiddling with a handheld phone, thanks to integrated
voice-to-text and other safety lockouts. Automakers have also explored creative ideas:
Ford’s “MyKey” system allows parents to program a car key for teen drivers that, among
other limits (speed, stereo volume), can block incoming phone calls and texts when the
vehicle is in motion. This feature (introduced on Ford models around 2012) essentially puts



the phone in a do-not-disturb mode while driving, to help novice drivers avoid temptation. In
addition, some manufacturers and insurance companies have partnered on telematics
programs – for instance, apps or devices that monitor driving behavior (speeding, hard
braking, phone motion) and reward drivers for distraction-free trips. Data from Cambridge
Mobile Telematics and insurers show these incentive-based programs can reduce phone
distraction; one report found states that implemented hands-free laws alongside telematics
contests (like “Safest Driver” challenges) saw measurable declines in phone use while
driving. In summary, the auto industry’s approach is twofold: (1) make it easier and safer to
use necessary functions (navigation, calls) through integrated systems instead of hand-held
phones, and (2) actively watch the driver and issue real-time corrections if they appear
distracted. The ultimate goal is to leverage technology to counteract human lapses –
essentially, cars that nudge or even force drivers to keep their attention on the road.
Smartphone Manufacturer Features: Phone makers themselves have acknowledged their
products can be hazardous when misused on the road, and they’ve introduced tools to help.
Apple’s iPhone, for instance, has a built-in Driving Focus (formerly Do Not Disturb While
Driving) mode. When enabled, this feature can automatically detect when you’re driving (by
sensing car Bluetooth connection or motion) and then silence incoming calls, texts, and
app notifications. Callers or texters can even receive an auto-reply that you’re driving and
will get back to them later. Apple introduced this in 2017 and has refined it into the Focus
settings – users can allow certain contacts (like emergency numbers) to bypass the block,
but generally it keeps the phone dark and quiet during trips. Google’s Android offers a
similar driving mode; many Android phones will prompt users to set up a driving Do Not
Disturb that mutes alerts and can respond to texts with “I’m driving” messages. Additionally,
Android Auto (for cars with compatible screens) and the Google Assistant driving mode
(for phone-only use) both limit distractions by providing voice interaction for messaging
and an easier interface for music and maps. Samsung phones, in particular, have a feature
where if connected to a car via Bluetooth, you can have “In-Traffic replies” that auto-
respond to calls or messages. Despite these offerings, user uptake has been modest.
Surveys found that while around 62% of drivers are aware of the iPhone’s Do Not
Disturb While Driving feature, only about 20% actually use it consistently. This suggests
many people leave these life-saving settings turned off – perhaps due to inconvenience or
fear of missing something important. Tech companies have also integrated safety into
mapping apps: navigation apps like Google Maps and Waze now include voice
commands (“Hey Google” or “OK Waze”) so drivers can input destinations or ask for route
changes hands-free. Some apps detect driving and automatically switch to a simpler, less
interactive display. Beyond software, smartphone makers have worked on in-car integration:
Apple CarPlay and Android Auto, as mentioned, are collaborations between phone and
auto industries to make phones play nice with vehicles and reduce the need to grab the
device. Even voice assistants like Siri, Google Assistant, and Amazon Alexa are being
integrated into cars (some new cars come with Alexa, for example) so that drivers can



Both automakers and tech companies are also exploring longer-term innovations. Some
futurists suggest that as cars become more autonomous, the car itself might manage the risk (in
fully self-driving cars, theoretically you could safely text or watch a video). However, partial
automation can be a double-edged sword: studies show that when drivers trust features like
adaptive cruise control or lane-centering, they may engage in distractions more often – one
study found people growing “comfortable with the technology” were more likely to take their
eyes off the road. Manufacturers like Tesla and GM combat this with the aforementioned driver
monitoring, but it underscores that until full automation arrives, human attention is still
paramount. For now, the combined strategy of the private sector is clear: make it easier for
drivers to put the phone down (or have the car/phone do it for them), and catch risky behavior
before it leads to a crash.

Government Actions and Policy Measures
Governments at all levels – national, state, and local – have recognized distracted driving as a
public safety crisis and are pursuing a variety of actions to address it. These include legislation,
enforcement technology, public awareness campaigns, and cross-sector partnerships. Here are
some of the notable efforts and emerging policies:

accomplish tasks by voice that they might otherwise attempt on a phone. Another initiative
has been by mobile carriers and third parties: for example, AT&T developed a DriveMode
app that parents can install on teens’ phones to automatically silence notifications when the
phone’s GPS senses driving; similarly, some fleet management companies require such
apps on company phones to keep employees focused on the road. While not directly made
by phone manufacturers, these leverage the smartphones’ capabilities to enforce good
behavior. One promising trend is usage-based car insurance – insurers like Allstate,
Geico, and others provide smartphone apps or plug-in devices that monitor driving,
including phone motion. Drivers who avoid phone use can earn discounts. This financial
incentive, powered by smartphone telemetry, has shown success in reducing distraction:
Cambridge Mobile Telematics reported that simply making drivers aware that their phone
motion is being recorded and scored for insurance led many to cut down on phone handling
while driving. In essence, smartphones can also be part of the solution, by either
disabling themselves during drive time or by self-policing via telemetry data.

Strengthening Laws: Many governments have updated their traffic laws in recent years to
close gaps related to mobile phones. For example, the United Kingdom in 2022 tightened
its mobile phone law – previously, it was illegal to call or text on a hand-held phone while
driving, but some drivers exploited loopholes (e.g. claiming they were just taking a photo or
scrolling a playlist, which weren’t clearly prohibited). The new UK law now bans virtually any
hand-held phone use (from texting and talking to taking photos, videos, or browsing) behind
the wheel, with limited exceptions (like calling emergency services) and imposes a £200



fine plus 6 license points on violators. This kind of comprehensive ban is aimed at
eliminating ambiguity and making enforcement easier (“if you’re holding it, you’re breaking
the law”). Dozens of U.S. states have similarly upgraded laws to ‘hands-free’
requirements in the last five years. For instance, Georgia (2018), Minnesota (2019),
Indiana (2020), Virginia (2021), Michigan (2023), and Ohio (2023) all enacted hands-free
statutes that prohibit holding or supporting a phone while driving. These laws often came
after high-profile fatal crashes in those states and were bolstered by public support. On the
federal level, while the U.S. has not passed a nationwide ban (traffic laws are largely state
jurisdiction), federal agencies use funding incentives: states with certain distracted driving
laws become eligible for federal grant money. In the EU, as mentioned earlier, vehicle safety
regulations now require tech to help combat distraction (driver monitoring systems by
2024/26). Some countries have considered going even further – for example, there have
been discussions in places like Australia and France about technology mandates that
would disable certain phone functions when in a moving vehicle, though privacy and
practical concerns abound. While such measures aren’t law yet, they indicate the level of
seriousness with which policymakers view the issue.
Automated Enforcement Technology: One of the most groundbreaking government
initiatives comes from Australia, which has been a trailblazer in using automated cameras
to catch distracted drivers. Starting in 2019, the state of New South Wales rolled out AI-
powered roadside cameras that photograph passing cars and use algorithms to detect if a
driver is holding a phone. The program has since expanded to other states like Queensland
and South Australia. The results have been eye-opening – in one location, over 100,000
drivers were caught by these cameras in just the first few months, and after an initial
warning period, thousands of fines are now issued each week. In South Australia, just one
week of camera enforcement in late 2024 led to 2,500 fines and even caught three
individuals five or more times each on their phones, who are now losing their licenses.
These AI cameras operate day and night and have proven highly effective at spotting
violators that police might miss. Inspired by Australia’s success, the UK trialed similar
cameras in 2023 (with one test camera on a busy motorway catching hundreds of phone
users in a short span), and some jurisdictions in the U.S. are exploring them as well. For
example, pilots or legislative proposals for automated distracted driving enforcement have
been floated in New York, Washington, and Tennessee. There is some controversy –
privacy advocates like the ACLU have raised concerns about surveillance – but the safety
benefits are compelling. These cameras essentially create a constant deterrent: if drivers
know an unmarked pole could be watching for phones, they may think twice before picking
one up. Apart from cameras, police in various countries are also adopting creative
techniques: decoy vehicles (as mentioned earlier), vantage points in buses or trucks, and
even dummy traffic cones or work zones where officers stand to observe cars from an
inconspicuous spot. The aim is to boost enforcement visibility and certainty of punishment.



Public Education and Campaigns: Governments and safety organizations continue to
invest in awareness campaigns to shift social norms. In the U.S., April is National
Distracted Driving Awareness Month, during which NHTSA, state highway offices, and
groups like the National Safety Council (NSC) run extensive media campaigns. Slogans
such as “If you’re texting, who’s driving?” or “Just Drive” have been used on billboards and
TV ads. The “It Can Wait” campaign, originally started by AT&T, has been adopted by
many state DOTs to emphasize that no text or notification is worth a life. Personal stories
are a cornerstone of these campaigns: many ads feature real families who lost loved ones
to texting drivers, aiming to create an emotional impact akin to anti-drunk-driving
campaigns. In schools, programs like EndDD (End Distracted Driving) send speakers
(often parents of victims) to high schools to educate teens about the dangers of distracted
driving. Surveys do suggest these efforts have raised awareness – as noted, the vast
majority of people acknowledge the risk of texting and driving. The challenge is converting
that awareness into behavior change, which is why combining education with enforcement
(the classic “carrot and stick”) works best. Some communities have tried novel approaches:
for instance, a police department in Florida partnered with a local high school to let teens
stage a mock funeral for a student “killed” by phone distraction, dramatizing the potential
outcome. Others have installed roadside memorials or signage at crash sites (“Remember:
Phone Down”) to serve as visceral reminders. The overall push is to make smartphone-
distracted driving as socially unacceptable as drunk driving. This culture shift is slowly
happening; younger generations increasingly use ride-share or transit where they can use
phones safely as passengers, and anecdotally more drivers now chastise friends or family
who text and drive. But there’s still a long way to go to reach the kind of stigma drunk
driving now carries.

Data Collection and Technology Partnerships: Governments are also investing in better
data to tackle the problem. The U.S. Governors Highway Safety Association (GHSA) in
partnership with GM published a comprehensive report in 2022 on combating distracted
driving, which highlighted data shortcomings – e.g. the lack of uniform crash reporting
codes for distraction – and recommended ways to improve how we track and analyze
distraction-related crashes. Better data can help target interventions to hotspots or
particular demographics. Authorities are also working with tech companies in some cases:
for example, state agencies have engaged with Apple and Google to integrate “Do Not
Disturb While Driving” prompts (some states convinced Apple to present the DND feature
during setup for users in their state). Some legislatures proposed requiring phone makers to
enable driving modes by default, though this hasn’t been mandated. On the automotive
side, regulators are keeping a close eye on semi-autonomous vehicle features to ensure
they don’t encourage distraction – the U.S. NTSB (National Transportation Safety Board)
has urged automakers like Tesla to implement stricter driver monitoring after several
Autopilot-related fatal crashes where drivers were reportedly not paying attention.
Meanwhile, the U.S. Infrastructure Law of 2021 included a directive for automakers to



In summary, government actions on this front are multifaceted: tougher laws, smarter
enforcement, public education, and leveraging technology. Developed countries around
the world are increasingly aligned on the message that driving with a smartphone is dangerous
and unacceptable. There is also a recognition that this is a shared responsibility problem –
requiring collaboration between policymakers, police, industry, and citizens. As we move
forward, we can expect more innovative solutions (like the AI cameras) and perhaps stricter
requirements (such as mandated driver monitoring or phone disabling tech) to emerge as the
toll of distraction becomes ever clearer. The final section provides concrete recommendations
to accelerate progress at every level of society.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Smartphone-related distracted driving is a preventable tragedy. The past five years have shown
that while awareness is high, actual progress in reducing crashes has been uneven. To truly
reverse the trend, concerted action is needed on multiple levels. The following are well-
supported recommendations and calls to action for stakeholders at the country, state,
community, and individual levels:

1. National (Country) Level: National governments should lead with strong legislation,
standards, and funding. This includes enacting universal hand-held phone bans (if not
already in place) and establishing tough penalties that underscore the seriousness of the
offense (comparable to drunk driving penalties where appropriate). Countries should also
standardize reporting criteria for distraction-related crashes, so that data can drive policy
(e.g., require that crash investigators check phone records when legally feasible, to better
attribute causes). Invest in nationwide awareness campaigns that resonate culturally – for
example, public service announcements during prime time, featuring real stories from victims’
families to humanize the issue. On the technology front, national regulators can mandate or
incentivize vehicle safety tech that combats distraction (the EU’s step of requiring driver
distraction warning systems by 2024–26 is a prime example). Governments should also fund
research into new solutions – such as technology that detects phone usage in moving vehicles
– and pilot programs (like the AI enforcement cameras) to evaluate their efficacy. Finally,
national leadership should frame distracted driving as a public health issue: set ambitious
targets (e.g. “reduce smartphone-related fatalities by 50% in five years”) as part of broader road
safety goals like Vision Zero, and hold agencies accountable for progress.

2. State/Provincial Level: In federal systems like the U.S. and Canada, a lot of the action
happens at the state or provincial level. State governments and legislatures should fill any
gaps in their laws – this means if your state still allows any loophole (say, only young drivers

eventually integrate anti-drunk-driving sensors; safety advocates argue that a similar push
for anti-distraction tech (like mandatory camera monitoring) could be considered if the data
show it would save lives.



are banned from texting, or there’s no ban on adult handheld use), it’s time to pass a
comprehensive law prohibiting all drivers from using hand-held devices while driving. States
should also review and upgrade penalties to ensure they are not trivial (a $25 fine is not a
deterrent; consider points on licenses, higher fines for repeat offenders, etc., in line with what
evidence shows works ). Crucially, states must prioritize enforcement: dedicate funding for
targeted enforcement waves (e.g. distracted driving patrols during morning and evening rush
hours). This can involve training officers in spotting techniques and deploying innovative
methods (use of unmarked SUVs, vantage points, etc.). States can also embrace automated
enforcement where politically feasible – for instance, by passing laws to authorize camera
enforcement of texting or phone use, similar to red-light or speed cameras. Another key state
role is in driver education and testing: states should ensure that new driver manuals and
exams emphasize distraction dangers heavily, and even consider adding a module in driver’s
education programs that uses simulators or real testimonials to drive the point home for teens.
On the data side, state highway offices should improve crash reporting systems to capture
distraction data more reliably and share that data with national databases. Finally, states can
leverage their influence with industries: for example, a state insurance regulator might
encourage insurers to offer discounts for vehicles with driver-monitoring or for drivers who enroll
in safe driving apps – creating market incentives for safe behavior.

3. Community/Local Level: Communities and local governments are on the front lines of
enforcement and public engagement. Local police departments should conduct regular high-
visibility enforcement in their towns – even something as simple as an officer parked near a
busy intersection watching for phone violators can have a big impact if done frequently (and
publicized). Many communities have had success with distracted driving checkpoints or
integrating phone checks into routine traffic stops. Local jurisdictions can also deploy street
signage and electronic message boards to remind drivers (“Phone Down, Focus on the
Road” or similar messages, especially in school zones or high-risk areas). Schools and
community organizations can contribute by organizing educational events: for example, high
schools could host assemblies during National Distracted Driving Awareness Month, or local
nonprofits could run “safe driving pledge” drives. Involving youth peer-to-peer programs (like
SADD – Students Against Destructive Decisions) can be effective, since teens might listen
more to fellow teens. Employers and municipal fleets should also take action at the
community level: a city government can adopt a policy that its employees (e.g., bus drivers, city
truck drivers) are not allowed any phone use while driving on the job, reinforcing a culture of
safety. Large employers in the community can implement workplace distracted driving policies
(and share these policies publicly to set an example). Public transit and infrastructure
decisions also matter locally – city planners can reduce exposure by improving transit options
or creating safe pull-off zones where drivers can park to use phones if needed. Even local tech
startups or universities can get involved by developing and testing new anti-distraction tools
with city support. In essence, communities should foster a grassroots culture that makes
distracted driving socially unacceptable. Just as local anti-DUI coalitions helped change norms



around drunk driving, local coalitions (police, schools, health officials, businesses) can change
norms around smartphone use in cars.

4. Individual Level: Ultimately, no law or technology can replace the choices made by
individual drivers. Each of us has a personal responsibility to drive safely and keep our phones
out of reach and out of mind when behind the wheel. For individual drivers, a number of
concrete actions can dramatically reduce risk:

By taking these steps, at every level from national policy to personal habits, we can make real
headway in reversing the deadly trend of smartphone-related distracted driving. The past five
years have shown the scope of the challenge – thousands of lives lost and hundreds of
thousands injured due to a moment of inattention. But they have also shown what works:
strong laws, consistent enforcement, technological safeguards, and a culture that
prioritizes safety over convenience. The rise of crashes caused by smartphone distraction is

Use built-in phone settings or apps – Before starting the car, turn on Do Not Disturb
While Driving mode or a similar feature so that incoming texts and notifications won’t tempt
you. Both iPhone and Android can auto-reply to let people know you’re driving; use that tool.

Plan breaks for communication – If you’re on a long drive or expecting an important call,
plan to pull over at a safe spot (a rest area or parking lot) to make that call or send that
message. It’s far better to arrive a few minutes later than not arrive at all.
Stow the phone – Put your phone in a place you can’t reach, such as the glove box, back
seat, or trunk, if you find yourself too tempted. Some drivers even install apps that lock the
phone when moving; consider doing this if willpower is an issue.
Leverage hands-free only if truly necessary – If you must take a call, use a hands-free
system and keep it brief. Even hands-free is distracting (conversation takes cognitive
focus), so minimize even those interactions.

Be a role model and set rules – Parents should model good behavior: never text and
drive, and your kids will learn that that’s the norm. Enforce a strict “no phone while driving”
rule for teen drivers in your household. Many families have all drivers sign a pledge to not
use the phone until the car is parked.
Speak up as a passenger – If you’re in a vehicle and the driver (friend, rideshare driver, or
family member) starts using their phone, say something. It can be as simple as, “Hey, I can
send that text for you,” or “Let’s pull over if you need to use your phone.” It might feel
awkward, but it’s better than staying silent and risking a crash – and often the driver will
apologize and put the phone down, recognizing they were caught in a dangerous habit.
Stay informed and engaged – Finally, individuals can support broader efforts by
advocating for strong laws and local policies. Vote for measures that promote road safety,
support politicians who prioritize distracted driving prevention, and consider volunteering
with or donating to organizations that raise awareness. Every individual voice matters in
creating the social pressure for safer driving practices.



not inevitable; it is a problem we can solve with collective will and action. It’s time for drivers
everywhere to realize that no text, no social media update, no notification is worth a life – and to
finally put the phone down and drive.
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