DRIVING DISTRACTED
What's on Your Mind?

Driving distracted may push our brains, and our consciousness, to their physical limits

June 18, 2010 - By Rachel Adelson
Welcome to your new home theater. Enjoy the cushy seats, wrap-around speakers, satellite radio, docking station for your smart phone and touch-screen display. Feel free to check e-mail, program the radio, look up restaurants or watch a movie. Just please—don’t kill anybody.
In today’s competitive market, auto makers and portable electronic device makers are providing an increasing array of technologies meant both to support driving and to provide information and even entertainment. The problem is that the “infotainment” isn’t just for back-seaters (i.e., restless kids). Now we can have Internet, including access to things like YouTube, on the dashboard—tempting even the most conscientious drivers.

According to the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA), nearly 6,000 people died in 2008 in crashes involving distracted or inattentive driving; more than half a million were injured. What’s more, 80 percent of all crashes and 65 percent of near crashes involve some type of distraction that takes the eyes off the road, according to the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute’s 100-car study for the NHTSA. The same group found that texting, above all, makes us more than 20 times more likely to crash. 

Of distraction-related crashes, those caused by portable electronics appear to be rising the most. Jim Brown, ERIE’s manager of Material Damage, says that relative to the other primary causes of crashes—bad driving, impairment, fatigue—distraction may be the smallest segment, but it’s growing at the fastest rate.

These little luxuries distract hugely from the job at hand. Evidence is mounting like a 10-car pile-up that eyes off the road, hands off the wheel and minds on text-chatter can make safe drivers dangerous, with sometimes fatal consequences. The problem’s gotten so bad that Oprah Winfrey devoted a show last January to the subject, calling distracted driving “America’s New Deadly Obsession,” and in the spring, she started the “No Phone Zone” campaign.

Your Distracted Brain
One reason distraction-related crashes are growing so fast is that our brains and bodies can only go so far. Additionally, the mental process needed to drive requires several areas of the brain to work together, like dancers in a ballet. Distraction can disrupt this choreography. (Imagine Larry the Cable Guy trotting on stage during The Nutcracker.)

The problem is that when we’re driving, we may not consciously know if we’re distracted. Dr. David Strayer, a psychologist at the University of Utah, and other experts explain this phenomenon by noting that people tend to think they’re better-than-average drivers and multi-taskers, and thus may not recognize the impact of distracting activity.

Another expert, Dr. Linda Angell, points out this is partly because normal, routine driving seems automatic—when it really isn’t.

In fact, “routine driving is inherently multitasking by itself,” says Angell, who’s a professor at Wayne State University and president of Touchstone Evaluations, an independent research lab that evaluates products and their effects on human experience, including distraction and driving. “Driving may be highly practiced, but there’s a lot of unexpected activity going on all the time; it requires more attention than we may be conscious of.”
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So, what’s really happening upstairs when you’re behind the wheel?

Highways and Byways of the Brain
Advances in technology, such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), have allowed scientists to discover what parts of the brain become more or less active as we perform day-to-day tasks. Neuroscientists studying driving have used this imaging system to capture pictures of “the driving brain.”

Here’s some of what they’ve found:

Driving cranks up the brain’s motor cortex. This section helps control our motor skills. It activates movement of our hands, feet and head during driving.

The visual cortex deep inside the brain lights up. As drivers scan the scene, their eyes transmit sensory input to the brain, which makes sense of the world outside.

Driving activates the parietal lobes. Angell’s colleague, Dr. Li Hsieh, at Wayne State University (and a co-founder of Touchstone Evaluations) explains that these lobes coordinate visual and motor responses—making sure, for example, that you step on the brake for a stop sign. 

Driving gooses a central cortical strip. Activations in this strip are associated with how we pay attention.

The frontal lobes serve as the big boss. Right at your forehead, this section coordinates responses and activity among all the different regions. It monitors and conducts your mental traffic, and is important for all behavior, including safe navigation on the road.

“That frontal cortex is responsible for maintaining task goals, updating information, keeping us on task,” Strayer explains.

But, the frontal cortex is like an overworked boss: it hates interruptions and may need longer to catch up after one. That’s why a ringing cell phone or text alert that might make a driver happy can make the big boss inside kind of slow. It’s an interruption of the mental ballet—producing another lane in the mental traffic to manage.

Unfortunately, driving may not always allow time for a slowed-down brain to catch up with changing conditions, such as a sudden stop ahead or a rain-slick road.

“The goal is to minimize distraction effects to allow people to compensate adequately,” says Dr. Richard Young, a professor at Wayne State University School of Medicine and another co-founder of Touchstone Evaluations. 

Indeed, the human brain seems able to compensate for low-level demands—listening to soft rock, chatting lightly with passengers, mulling over work, as shown in real-world research on naturalistic driving from Virginia Tech Transportation Institute (VTTI).

But are we pushing it?

The Brain in Overdrive
Because of what happens in the brain—unknowingly to someone who is driving — distraction works a little differently than other dangerous driving mistakes, such as driving while intoxicated. Alcohol and drugs slow the entire nervous system and impair judgment in ways that a driver cannot turn off or compensate for (you cannot decide not to be drunk once you are inebriated). But some drivers may believe distraction is harmless, all the while taking eyes off the road, hands off the wheel and mind off the drive.

Deterring Distraction

Something that seems so simple — keeping eyes on the road, hands on the wheel — still somehow eludes millions of drivers. Here are easy tips on deterring distraction.

But as scientific and statistical studies together have shown, distractions can turn otherwise conscientious drivers into little more than crash-test dummies.

Strayer’s lab, for example, claims that driving and talking on a cell phone may compete for the same neural circuitry.

It could explain why, in simulated driving, cell phone conversations lead to worse driving than talking to a passenger.

Some scientists, such as Strayer, theorize that talking to someone not physically present may ignite your imagination, causing you to picture mental images that interfere with spatial processing, or your ability to size up what’s around you (kind of important in driving).

According to Strayer, eye-tracking studies show that undistracted drivers scan the world from side to side for input, but cell-phone drivers tend to stare straight ahead, not changing their glance patterns when needed. Glazed, somewhat dazed, “they look but don’t see,” he says.

It Goes Beyond Gadgets
It’s also not just cell phones and other “interactive” gadgets that compete for a driver’s attention. Strong emotions can distract. (After a divorce for example, crash rates are known to increase.)

Dr. Marcel Just, a professor at Carnegie Mellon University’s Center for Cognitive Brain Imaging, found that listening to spoken sentences dampened activity in certain parts of the brain. In his laboratory studies, people simulating driving while listening to spoken sentences had more “virtual” crashes and also veered more from the lane, compared to simulated driving with no listening.

“Technology that’s in the car but not related to driving,” Just notes, “is enabling risk that people greatly underestimate.”

Texting, for example, wins the toxic trifecta by taking eyes, hands and minds away from driving all at once. A Virginia Tech study showed that texting is 23 times (that is 2,300 percent) more likely to result in a crash than ordinary baseline driving.

There are other high-risk combinations. Dr. Young points out that if alcohol and drowsiness each make a driver four times more likely to crash than normal, together they raise the odds to 16 times more likely.

What does it all mean? Driving distracted just isn’t worth the risk. 



Rachel Adelson writes about technology and the science of behavior from her office near Toronto. Within an hour of finishing this story, she found herself driving behind someone putting on mascara at the wheel.
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Deter Distraction

Phones away, eyes on the road


June 18, 2010 - By Rachel Adelson
We know it’s dangerous. But we still do it – talk, text and read while on the road. Here are a few ways to curb ourselves, safely. 

Distracted Driving and Insurance Rates 

In the interest of public safety, an increasing number of states are passing laws to curb distracted driving. Fines accompany violations, but the risks of distracted driving have other potential financial consequences.

“If there’s evidence down the road that certain vehicles, such as those with personal electronic devices built in, have higher rates of losses, the cost to insure those models could go up,” says Doug Smith, ERIE’s senior vice president of Personal Lines. “On the other side, technology that improves safety can help lower rates for vehicle models—if it lessens the number and severity of crashes.”

“Our goal is to make people aware of opportunities for safer driving and also threats that can cause injury and result in claims,” he says. “At the end of the day it’s the safety of people who share the road that matters most.”

Lock your device in the glove compartment. Why fight temptation?

Make a statement. Avoid responding to incoming calls or messages; let them go to voice mail while driving. 

Record an outgoing cell message: “I’m driving now and can’t answer. Please hang up if you’re driving or leave a message if you’re not.”

Don’t talk to risky drivers. Ask callers if they are driving. Say: “Please call back later.” Hang up. Text messages are tricky: If they are obviously sent from the road, ignore them and (later) tell that driver to stop. Social disapproval is a good way to encourage others not to text while driving.

Pull over. If you must talk, or must use a device that requires your visual attention, pull off the road. If you’re on the highway and must place a call or send a text message, or look at something inside the car for more than a couple of seconds, get off at the nearest exit. Weigh the risk of not calling (or doing the task) versus the risk of losing control and endangering others on the road or in your car.

Never, ever, text while driving, period.
Curb your teen’s temptation. Younger, less experienced drivers already have the highest crash rates, yet they are more likely to carry mobile devices into the car and send texts from them. They often receive their devices as gifts. If they have a device, discuss their use the way you would any other critical safety issue. Set limits and be a model of responsible driving. Here’s why it’s more difficult for them to pay attention at that age. 



Rachel Adelson writes about technology and the science of behavior from her office near Toronto. Within an hour of finishing this story, she found herself driving behind someone putting on mascara at the wheel.
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The Age of the Brain
How the brain reacts to distraction at different stages of life
June 18, 2010 - By Rachel Adelson
Statistics on crashes and scientific studies of the brain present conflicting data on whether younger or older drivers are more affected by distracted driving. 

Teens Who Care 

Don't text and drive. That's the warning teens at Pittsford Sutherland High School in Pittsford, N.Y. issued to teen drivers in a public service announcement produced in partnership with the Erie Insurance Lookin' Out program.

Pittsford Sutherland teens Greta Antonsdottir, Hilal Arshad, Jonathan Fricke, Teddy Hamlin, Ed Hoi, and Henry Wells submitted the winning PSA designed to build awareness and positively impact teen driving behavior. They wrote, produced and are featured in the 30-second commercial, "Warning: Bad Texting Conditions." In the 30-second commercial text messages fall like rain onto a car windshield, cloud the driver's vision and cause a crash.

See the PSA and check out Lookin' Out on Facebook. 

The worst offenders of distracted driving, according to the NHTSA, are also youngest and the least experienced: men and women under 20. The under-20 age group had the highest proportion of distracted drivers involved in fatal crashes (16 percent), followed by drivers 20 to 29 years old (12 percent). 

But when it comes to cognition, older drivers are naturally more distractible. “Internal thoughts may be particularly hard for older adults to filter, starting in middle age but increasingly after age 65. We have some evidence that auditory stimuli are hard for them, too, to tune out during visual tasks,” reports neuroscientist Dr. Cheryl Grady of the Rotman Research Institute in Toronto.  

“I would advise any driver, but particularly an older one, to avoid distraction as much as possible—not using the cell phone, programming GPS systems, fiddling with the radio and CD player, and so on,” she says. 

But experience may already be helping older drivers understand that, since the younger, less experienced drivers have the highest crash rates. Teens and young adults are more likely to carry their mobile devices into the car, using MP3 players and texting – which means the temptation for distraction could be more prevalent.

The solution? Stay safe at any age and keep your eyes on the road and hands on the wheel.    



Rachel Adelson writes about technology and the science of behavior from her office near Toronto. Within an hour of finishing this story, she found herself driving behind someone putting on mascara at the wheel.
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The Science of Sorrow

New findings may help ease the grief

June 18, 2010
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George A. Bonanno 
Professor at Columbia University 

As anyone who’s experienced loss knows, it’s never easy. It’s not something for which we can always prepare. But, recent studies show that the process of coping may not be what we once thought.

George A. Bonanno, a professor of Education and Psychology at Columbia University, has been researching the science of bereavement for nearly 20 years. He believes, now, that most people know innately how to deal with loss, as part of human nature. It’s a theory that doesn’t fully agree with the typical grieving process, as we’ve come to accept it. Instead, it challenges the notion of five specific stages.

Bonanno, the author of “The Other Side of Sadness: What the New Science of Bereavement Tells Us about Life after Loss” has, with the help of his staff, interviewed thousands of people who have experienced grief. They’ve concluded the majority of survivors were more resilient than we would have imagined.

“That doesn’t mean they were not sad or disturbed by the loss,” says Bonanno. “But they didn’t experience the notion of a grieving process the way so many books suggested they should. They grieved, but the majority of people continued to function.”

The book was inspired in part by Bonanno’s own experience: he lost his father while in his early 20s. He still feels sad over the loss, but he says, “In a way, my life opened up after my father’s death.” For him, it’s normal for multiple emotions, like sadness and happiness and hope for the future, to coexist, without the need to “process” or “resolve” further.

Specifically, Bonanno explains the process of grieving, as he sees it, to be like a pendulum.

Insurance Can Help Protect Your Family from Loss 

While we can’t always protect ourselves emotionally from these occurrences, there are steps we can take to protect loved ones financially during such circumstances. 

If you’re interested in learning more, talk to your ERIE Agent about Erie Family Life insurance* and how it can help financially prepare a family for loss. It may help you develop savings you can take advantage of while living, too.

“During the first several months following loss,” he says, “the pendulum swings back and forth between sadness and happiness. At the moment of loss, a person seems to pay little attention to the world around him. He takes in his new situation and tries to imagine life without his loved one.

“As the person acclimates to changes, he feels unexpected moments of happiness, then sadness again. The pendulum finally slows and equilibrium results.”

As the pendulum swings, Bonanno recommends each person be allowed to find his or her own way to achieve balance.

“Do what feels right,” he says. “It may be going to the grave to talk or donating to a charity in your loved one’s name.”

Joining a grief support group may be right. “For some, sharing feelings of grief in a group that seeks to help us can support healing,” Bonanno says.

What’s most important is that each person has the freedom and support to heal in his or her own way, whether that’s laughing, crying, talking—or not talking—or a mixture of techniques over time.

How Insurance Can Help 
ERIE Agents have been there to help Customers through some of the toughest times.
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Joe LaGuardia 
ERIE Agent, Historic Square Agency 
One spring morning about 20 years ago, ERIE Agent Joe LaGuardia read something in the local paper that he’s never forgotten. It was the story of a mother who had lost her 6-year-old son. The boy had seen a friend across a busy street, pulled his hand away from his mom’s and ran into traffic.

The family was one of Joe’s Customers. Reading the news broke his heart.

“I recognized the name immediately,” Joe remembers. “It hit me really hard. As an Agent, I help my Customers purchase life insurance, but it’s never easy to hear the news of when they need it.”

Joe, an Agent at Historic Square Agency in Erie, Pa., had young children of his own at the time, and he could barely imagine what the family must have been going through.

Share Your Story 

Have a story of loss and grief overcome? How did you cope? Did insurance help? Share your story, and if we run it in the next issue of Eriesense, we’ll send you a signed copy of “The Other Side of Sadness.”

But, helping families is part of Joe’s job. He’s one of many ERIE Agents who delivers on the promise of life insurance on a regular basis. He’s trained specifically to do so, knowing how to approach a family and his role in supporting them during such times.

Still, with training and nearly 40 years of experience, Joe finds that delivering life insurance checks is never easy. In a business world of numbers and sales, helping Customers process life insurance claims is the most personal thing Joe does.

And, he says, it’s the most important.

*Erie Family Life insurance not available in New York


Kayleen Reusser, a freelance writer in Indiana who’s authored several children’s books and been published in Chicken Soup for the Soul anthologies, contributed to the writing of this article.
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