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the confederate read (let’s say the word was cream) and then 
needed to generate a new word that began with the last letter 
of the word read (in our example, participants needed to say 
a word beginning with the letter m). For some participants 
the pursuit task was easy, with few unpredictable changes, 
whereas for others it was more difficult, with many such 
changes. Shadowing words did not lead to reliable decre-
ments in performance. However, generating words did, and 
the decrement was especially pronounced when the task was 
difficult.

You might wonder why, if talking on a cell phone while 
driving is so dangerous, talking to a passenger in the car 
is not. Indeed, having a passenger in the car results in less 
accident risk relative to driving alone. Maciej et al. (2011) 
explained the apparent paradox by arguing that passen-
gers who are able to see what the driver sees modulate, or 
adjust, their style of conversation to match the attentional 
demands on the driver. When the driver faces a challeng-
ing situation, such as traffic, an accident, or bad weather, 
passengers change the way they talk—speaking in less 
complex ways, for example. As the driver adjusted to road 
conditions—speaking less, speaking in shorter utterances, 
pausing more—passengers also made adjustments. So too, 
in fact, did cell phone partners who had visual information 
about what the driver was facing (this study was again done 
in a simulator).

A meta-analysis by Simmons, Hicks, and Caird (2016) 
examined the results of 57 different naturalistic driving 
studies, defined as those in which “participant vehicles are 
instrumented with equipment that collects data from driv-
er’s usual activities in their own environment over weeks 
to months” (p. 161). In other words, these studies gathered 
data from real drivers in their own cars. Averaging over 
these studies, the others found that the odds of a “safety 
critical event” (such as a crash or near crash) rose by about 
4.04 for dialing a handheld device, 3.57 for locating a hand-
held device, and 10.30 for text messaging or browsing on 
a handheld device, although simply talking on a handheld device did not appear 
to increase risk. However, “handheld mobile phone tasks that require the driver to 
take their eyes off the road increase SCE [safety critical event] risk, degrade driver 
performance, and contribute to traffic deaths” (p. 167). Thus, texting while driving 
seems to be a particularly dangerous and risky activity (Caird, Johnston, Willness, 
Asbridge, & Steel, 2014).

Despite the dangers of texting while driving, the practice is a common one, espe-
cially among relatively young and inexperienced drivers. Harrison (2011) reported in 
a recent survey that 91% of her college student participants reported having used text 
messaging while driving, even when passengers were in the car (including children), 
despite the fact that they agreed that texting while driving is dangerous and should be 
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 Figure 4.14: Results from the Strayer and Johnston 
(2001) study.

Source: Strayer, D. L., & Johnston, W. A. (2001). Driven to distraction: Dual-task studies of 
simulated driving and conversing on a cellular telephone. Psychological Science, 12,  
Figure 1, p. 463.


