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Abstract. Text messaging on smartphones uses a full soft keyboard instead of 
the numeric buttons on traditional mobile phones. While being more intuitive, 
the lack of tactile feedback from physical buttons increases the need for user fo-
cus, which may compromise safety in certain settings. This paper reports from 
an empirical study of the effect of text messaging on road safety. We compared 
the use of a traditional mobile phone and a smartphone for writing text mes-
sages during simulated driving. The results confirm that driver performance 
when texting decreases considerably as there are significant increases in reac-
tion time, car-following distance, lane violation, number of crash/near-crash in-
cidents, perceived task load and the amount of time the driver is looking away 
from the road. The results also show that smartphones makes this even worse; 
on key performance parameters they increase the threat from text messaging 
while driving. These results suggest that drivers should never text while driving, 
especially not with a smartphone. 

Keywords: Driving, mobile phone, smartphone, text messaging, road safety, 
driver distraction, simulated driving experiment.  

1 Introduction 

Smartphone adoption is accelerating. In 2010, about 20% of the mobile phones sold 
were smartphones, and for 24-35 year olds 31% [16, 30]. A recent market analysis 
expected smartphone adoption to surpass that of traditional mobile phones by the end 
of 2011 [13]. The new smartphones provide more functionality, and touch-based in-
teraction on a larger screen facilitates improvement of many functions. 

Text messaging is a widely used form of communication on mobile phones. Early 
systems used the Multitap technique, where a letter is entered by pressing a numerical 
button a number of times. Later, Multitap was replaced by the predictive text entry 
system known as T9, which also relies on the numerical buttons but reduces the num-
ber of key taps and, thereby, allows text writing at the double speed [11]. On modern 
smartphones, text messages are written on a full QWERTY keyboard on the touch 
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screen. This is obviously more intuitive for writing text messages than Multitap and 
T9. Yet the physical buttons on traditional mobile phones offer a tactile feedback that 
is lacking on the touch screen of a smartphone. This lack of tactile feedback may be a 
serious problem in special situations. 

The number of drivers that are text messaging while driving has increased tremen-
dously. A recent survey showed that as many as 51% of all young drivers admitted to 
have used text messaging during driving [15]. Up to one quarter of all car crashes are 
estimated to be a result of drivers engaging in distracting activities [19, 24]. Use of 
mobile phones while driving has a range of negative effects, including distracting the 
driver [26, 28, 36]. 

While the consequences of using mobile phones for calling and having conversa-
tions have been studied thoroughly, there are much fewer studies of the hazards of 
text messaging. Two recent studies found that text messaging while driving increases 
the risk of being in a crash or near-crash by 23 times [7, 16]. Unfortunately, the few 
studies that have been made are based on traditional mobile phones with tactile feed-
back [19, 23]. So far, it has not been documented how use of touch-based smart-
phones for texting while driving influence road safety. 

 

Fig. 1. The keypad layout on a Nokia 3210 

This paper reports from an empirical study of the effect of text messaging on road 
safety. The aim was to inquire into the safety hazards when texting on a smartphone 
while driving compared to a more traditional mobile telephone. In the following sec-
tion, we describe text entry methods on mobile phones. Then we provide an overview 
of related work. The next section presents the method of our experiment that was 
carried out in a driving simulator. Then we present the results where we compare the 
two types of phones used for texting while driving. Next, the results are discussed and 
compared to related work. Finally, we provide the conclusion. 

2 Text Entry Methods 

The first text messaging systems, originally denoted as Short Message System or 
SMS, used the numerical keys on the mobile phone for text entry. The letters of the  
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alphabet were distributed with more than one letter on each physical button, see  
Figure 1. The layout is a grid of 12 buttons, where the alphabet is distributed on  
buttons 2-9. 

The Multitap technique was the first widely used implementation of text entry with 
this layout. With the Multitap technique, the user taps one or more times on a button 
to get a letter. To write the word ‘hey’, you need to press twice on button 4 to get ‘h’, 
twice on 3 to get ‘e’ and three times on 9 to get ‘y’. There is a timeout period of usu-
ally 0.5-2 seconds after each key press, which is used to delimit letter selections on 
the same button. So to write the word ‘hi’, you would need to press two times on 4 to 
get ‘h’, wait for the timeout period and then press three times on 4 to get ‘I’. The 
number of words that can be typed per minute with Multitap is about 5-10 wpm de-
pending on experience [20]. 

In the late 1990s the “text on nine keys” (T9) predictive text entry technique was 
developed by Tegic Communications. It was based on the same keyboard layout as 
Multitap, but it used dictionaries to predict the desired text entry, based on the buttons 
being pressed. The T9 technique needs only one press on each button to predict what 
word is being written. To write the word ‘hey’, you only need to press the buttons 4, 3 
and 9 to have the software suggest the word ‘hey’ and potentially other typical words 
that could be composed by tapping the same three buttons. The most frequent used 
word will be predicted first. T9 was quickly adopted as the primary form of text entry 
on products from all the major mobile phone manufacturing companies [11]. The 
number of words that can be typed per minute with T9 is about 7-25 wpm depending 
on experience [20], which is about twice the speed as with Multitap. 

With the introduction of modern smartphones, the use of a mobile phone has ex-
ceeded that of simple telephony and text messaging, and the 9-button interface has 
been replaced by virtual full-size keyboards on touch screens. Smartphones are now 
also used for more advanced features such as document editing and mail composition 
and research are continuously attempting to increase the efficiency of the limited 
space available for text entry. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Writing text on an Apple iPhone 

Opposed to the common feature phones, most smartphones require larger screens 
in order to accommodate for the use of more advanced appliances such as email  
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composition and text edition. This allows the smartphones such as Apple iPhone and 
many HTC Android-based phones to remove the physical keyboard all together and 
instead use an on-screen, full-size QWERTY keyboard which is stimulated through 
touch. 

Writing text on a typical on-screen keyboard such as the Apple iPhone, see  
Figure 2, is done by touching the keyboard character on the screen. This solution also 
use dictionaries to predict the intended word, but does so by considering the surround-
ing characters for each key press [25]. A study on the Apple iPhone touch-based 
smartphone concluded the text entry speed to be 15.9 wpm [5]. 

3 Related Work 

There is a broad variety of literature on mobile phone use while driving. Some of the 
literature emphasize the potential problems, e.g. that visual processing is affected by 
checking to see who is calling, motor control is affected when dialling a number, 
auditory distraction when attention is given to the conversation and not the sound of 
the traffic and higher-order (cognitive) processing when focusing on the conversation 
and not the act of driving [22]. There are also discussions where notable accidents 
with multiple casualties have been attributed to texting while driving [14]. 

Statistics show that teenagers are clearly the age group with the highest risk of be-
ing involved in accidents. Studies show that for every mile driven in the United 
States, teenagers are four times more likely to be involved in a car crash [2]. Studies 
on text-messaging habits in the last decade show an increase from 12 million to 135 
billion text messages sent every month, where teenagers clearly being the most active 
age group, sending and receiving an average of 3,000 messages per month [6, 10]. 
Surveys conducted among teenagers conclude that half of all students admit to having 
texted while driving [19]. 

Table 1. Overview of related publications on mobile phone use while driving either in real 
world traffic or a car simulator 

 Mobile Phone Task 

 Dialling Talking Texting 

  Hand-held Hands-free  

Real world 7, 32 7, 8, 31 8, 27 7 

Simu-lator 28, 32 9, 28, 35 3, 4, 35 34 

 
A significant number of empirical studies have inquired into the effects of mobile 

phone use on road safety, see Table 1. An early study, based on simulated driving, 
tried to establish the dangers when dialling and talking on a mobile phone [28]. 
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A study of overall driving performance based on a car simulator concluded that a 
person talking on a mobile phone was more prone to being involved in a crash or 
near-crash event than a drunk driver [35]. A recent study based on a simulator con-
cluded that the use of a mobile phone was much more distracting than a conversation 
with a passenger [9]. This confirms an early study in real world traffic where it was 
concluded that there is a much smaller risk when engaging in conversations with the 
passenger than talking on a mobile phone [8]. 

Many countries around the world have banned the use of hand-held mobile phones 
while driving. Yet an early study in a simulator concluded that a hands-free mobile 
phone was also dangerous to use while driving [3, 4]. This is confirmed by more re-
cent studies in real traffic establishing that the risks of using a hands-free mobile 
phone are the same as using a hand-held, e.g. [27, 32]. The reason is that most of the 
distraction of talking on the phone is not related to visual processing or motor control, 
but to the cognitive workload.  

Despite the dangers of hand-held and hands-free mobile phone usage, only very 
few countries have banned both, where more countries have customized laws depend-
ing on age group of the drivers or the location of where the driving is conducted [1]. 
Much debate has been raised about the effectiveness of prohibition, as the task of 
actually enforcing these laws has proven to be very difficult [17]. 

Studies conducted in real-world scenarios are harder to conduct, but have shown 
results that are similar to the car simulator studies. One study used accident analysis, 
where drivers who had been involved in car accidents were questioned about their 
mobile phone use prior to the accident, and their statements were compared to data 
from their mobile phone providers. The results showed that almost a quarter of these 
individuals had used their mobile phone in the 10 minutes preceding the crash [31]. 

In recent real world studies, the dangers associated with mobile phone usage has 
been quantified in more detail, where actions such as dialling a mobile phone in-
creases the risk of accidents by 6 times and talking and listening double the risk [7]. 

Only few studies have been conducted on the subject of text messaging while driv-
ing. A notable exception is a study from Virginia Tech in 2009 where they observed 
drivers for more than 6 million miles of driving. It was concluded that texting while 
driving increased the risk of being involved in an accident by 23 times [7]. Most sur-
prisingly, there is only a single study of text messaging on a smartphone, even though 
a market share analysis expects touch-based smartphone adoption to surpass that of 
feature phones by the end of 2011 [13]. In this single study, they inquired into texting 
on a Blackberry and an iPhone during simulated driving. Their focus was on the rea-
sons why the number of texting car crashes is different and on differences between 
frequent and less frequent texters [34]. Thus they did not compare smartphones and 
traditional mobile telephones. 

There are also a number of studies of the effects of interaction with other types of 
touch-based devices with while driving. One example is a study of GPS navigator use 
during real driving where they showed that the attention on visual output decreased 
driver performance significantly [21]. Another example is a study of the distraction 
caused by iPod use during simulated driving where they concluded that the effect was 
similar to that of operating a mobile phone [33].  
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4 Method 

This section describes the experiment we conducted to study the effect on road safety 
when using a traditional mobile phone and a smartphone for writing text messages 
during simulated driving. 

4.1 Setting 

The study was conducted in a car simulator that was set up in the usability laboratory 
at HCI-Lab, Department of Computer Science, Aalborg University. 

4.2 Apparatus 

The car simulator was based on a computer with three screens, see Figure 3. The 
screen used for the front view of the road ahead was a 37” screen, and the side-view 
windows were two 32” screens. The screens were controlled by a powerful computer 
with extra graphics cards and a device for splitting the main display to the three 
screens. 

 

 

Fig. 3. The physical setup of the simulator 

The physical setup was centred around a passenger and a driver’s seat. A standard 
driving kit was used to control the simulator. The kit included a steering wheel, pedal 
board with gas, brake and clutch pedals and a manual gear shift. Tactile transducers 
called “bass shakers” were added to the driver’s seat to simulate engine vibration.  

The software for the simulator was created using the Unity 3D game engine and 
the virtual world was modelled using CityScape. The car physics was based on an 
open source tutorial that was extended with support for the driving kit. A new module 
was developed to simulate traffic, and the city was fitted with intersections and traffic 
lights. A logger module recorded reaction times, velocity, distance from the middle of 
the lane etc. 
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4.3 Participants 

The group of test subjects consisted of 28 people, where 18 were male and 10 were 
female. Among them, 10 normally used a T9 mobile phone and 18 normally used a 
touch-based smartphone. The participants all held valid driver’s licenses and were in 
the age of 20-32 years old and had a variety of occupations. 

4.4 Procedure 

The subjects were instructed about the experiment. Then they made a test-drive in the 
car simulator in a city environment to get acquainted with the controls and behaviour 
of the car. No measurements were made during this drive. 

Two driving scenarios were used: city and freeway. The freeway was a straight 
road with three lanes, a higher speed limit and traffic going at various speeds. The 
city had curved roads, intersections, traffic lights, a hilly terrain and traffic. 

The experiment was conducted as between-subjects, where half of the subjects 
drove on the freeway, and the other half drove in the city. The participants were bal-
anced over these two scenarios according to gender and mobile phone experience. 

In each scenario, the subjects started in a baseline condition, which was a 5-minute 
drive without interacting with a mobile phone. Then they drove in the same scenario 
using one of the two mobile phones. Finally, they drove in the other scenario using 
the other mobile phone. The mobile phones were a touch-based smartphone and a 
tactile T9 phone. The uses of the two mobile phones were balanced in each scenario 
between test subjects in order to avoid a learning effect. 

In the two conditions with mobile phones, the test subjects were instructed to enter 
up to five different text messages with a time limit of 5 minutes. If they did not com-
plete all five messages during the 5-minute drive, the remaining messages were regis-
tered as in-complete. They were not required to complete the 5 messages. During the 
drive, the test monitor would read out the first sentence they had to write. When they 
had completed the sentence, they stated that, and the test monitor would read the next 
message and so on until they had written the five messages or the five minutes had 
passed. All text messages were randomly selected sentences of the same length and 
complexity [25] which were distributed among the subjects using latin squares. An 
example of a sentence is: “we are coming back tomorrow morning”. 

In all three conditions, the test subjects had to follow a car driving in front of them. 
The car in front was programmed to brake at random intervals and it would continue 
to break until the test subject either pressed the brake pedal or collided with it. This is 
a commonly used way to measure the test subjects’ reaction time in simulated  
driving [11].  

After each condition, the test subjects filled in NASA Task Load Index  
(TLX)-scales, which is a NASA developed method for measuring task load [18]. 
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4.5 Data Collection 

Two cameras were used to record video: one focused on the test subject’s eyes for eye 
glance recording and the other was focused directly down on the subject’s interaction 
with the phone. These two images were mixed together with the front-view screen 
(the side-view screens were not recorded) to produce the material which was recorded 
on DVD and later analysed, see Figure 4. 

The simulator was programmed to create log files for each condition. These log 
files included values such as distance to the centre of the lane, distance to the fol-
lowed car, velocity, user reaction time, crashes and task completion times. 

4.6 Data Analysis 

Two aspects were analysed manually from the video recordings: near-crash incidents 
and eye glances. 

Crashes and near-crashes are often used as a measure in the literature on driver per-
formance. The simulator software was programmed to log crashes, while near-crashes 
had to be analysed manually.  

 

 

Fig. 4. A subject making an eye glance while typing on a smartphone 

For the purpose of this analysis, we used the related literature to define a near-crash 
as an incident where the driver was very close to crashing or only narrowly avoided a 
collision with the lead car or another car or object. For example, if the driver came 
into the opposite lane and only in the last fraction of a second avoided a head-on col-
lision; or if the driver had to emergency brake to avoid the car he was following. 

For eye glances, there was an error in the video recording for one test subject 
which implied that the eye glances could not be detected. Therefore, the data on eye 
glances are only from 27 test subjects. The one missing is from the city condition. The 
27 recordings were analysed frame by frame for eye glances. The frame where the 
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subject’s eyes started moving away from the front window was registered as the first 
frame in the eye glance, and the frame before the first frame where the eyes were back 
on the front window was registered as the end of the eye glance. The length of each 
eye glance was calculated from the number of frames (it was recorded as 24 fps). This 
was done separately by three of the authors. After the analysis, they compared their 
results. The disagreements were mostly a couple of frames in the beginning or end of 
an eye glance. We calculated the Fleiss Kappa for the three raters across all eye 
glances. The result was Kappa=0.844, which is categorized as almost perfect  
agreement. 

The NASA TLX answers and weights were grouped as prescribed by the manual 
[18]. The data from the driving scenarios was cleaned manually and organized using 
software developed specifically for this task and then imported for statistical analysis 
in the R statistical software environment. 

We performed repeated measures ANOVA with condition as the repeated factor 
and road type as a between-subject factor. 

5 Results 

This section contains the results from the experiment, grouped into driving perform-
ance, task performance and eye glances. 

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of driving performance 

 Condition 

Variable Baseline T9  Touch 

City 
Reaction time (ms) 
Crash or near-crash 

Following distance (m) 
Following distance variability 
Lane crossings per kilometer 

Time in wrong lane per kilometer (s) 
Lane variability 

 

1206 (454)  2200 (1104)  2363 (720) 
0.36 (0.50)  1.36 (1.39)  1.71 (1.38) 

23.52 (6.52)  29.30 (6.62)  29.21 (69.44) 
10.66 (3.42)  14.09 (3.85)  14.43 (4.14) 
8.98 (1.46)  9.58 (2.92)  10.08 (2.27) 

48.60 (20.14)  82.23 (46.70)  97.40 (37.05) 
1.79 (0.12)  1.61 (0.36)  1.71 (0.25) 

Freeway 
Reaction time (ms) 

Crash or near-crash 
Following distance (m) 
Following distance variability 

Lane crossings per kilometer 
Time in wrong lane per kilometer (s) 
Lane variability 

 

1281 (397)  2723 (1181)  2568 (908) 

0.64 (1.00)  1.14 (0.86)  2.43 (2.24) 
32.50 (8.39)  43.73 (14.14)  42.85 (12.18) 
12.55 (4.08)  23.59 (9.41)  23.42 (8.60) 

0.00 (0.00)  0.22 (0.56)  0.81 (1.03) 
0.00 (0.00)  4.027 (10.45)  10.73 (20.21 
0.27 (0.07)  0.45 (0.17)  0.57 (0.30) 
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5.1 Driving Performance 

The results for driving performance are shown in Table 2. 
 

Reaction Time. The reaction time was approximately doubled, an increase of a little 
more than one second, when writing text messages, and this difference is significant 
both on the freeway (F=21.4, p<0.001) and in the city (F=17.6, p<0.001). 

Assuming the subject is driving at 50 km/h, as the speed limit was in the city sce-
nario, one second of increased reaction time would translate to an extra 13 meters of 
breaking distance. 

There was no significant difference in reaction time between the Touch and T9 
conditions. The analysis showed no significant differences in reaction time when 
driving in the city and on the freeway. 

 

Fig. 5. Reaction time 

Crash or Near-Crash. The number of crashes and near-crashes increased significantly 
between the baseline condition and the writing conditions both in the city (F=6.40, 
p<0.01) and on the freeway (F=5.13, p<0.05). There were significantly more crashes or 
near-crashes when writing with Touch than with T9 on the freeway (F = 5.92, p < 0.05). 
There is a similar tendency in the city, but this difference is not significant. 

 

Fig. 6. Crash or near-crash 
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Following Distance. The average following distance shown in Table 2 reveals that 
the participants increased their distance to the car in front of them when they were 
writing text messages. The analysis showed significant difference between the base-
line condition and the writing conditions both on the freeway (F=11.64, p<0.001) and 
in the city (F=11.59, p<0.001). 

The variability in following distance increased significantly when the participants 
were writing text messages compared to the baseline condition both on the freeway 
(F=20.13, p<0.001) and in the city (F=11.04, p<0.001). 

There were no significant differences in following distance or following distance 
variability between Touch and T9 conditions. 

Lane Maintenance. The average lane crossings per kilometer increased in the writing 
conditions, but the increase was only significant on the freeway (F=6.28, p<0.01). The 
Touch condition had more lane crossings per kilometer than the T9 condition, and this 
difference was only significant on the freeway (F=5.66, p<0.05). 

The difference in the time spent in the wrong lane between the baseline condition 
and the writing conditions is significant in the city (F=16.25, p<0.001), but not on the 
freeway. This means that although the number of lane crossings in the city is not sig-
nificantly higher when writing, the time to correct and get the car back in the correct 
lane is longer. 

The time spent in the wrong lane is also higher in the Touch condition than in the 
T9 condition, but this difference is not significant. 

The variability within the lane increased when writing on the freeway, and this in-
crease was significant (F=8.66, p<0.01). No such increase was found in the city, and 
there was no significant difference in lane variability between Touch and T9  
conditions. 

The lane variability indicates a severe change in driving behaviour, and swerving 
into another lane increases the risk of the driver being involved in a crash or near-
crash situation. This risk increases the more time the driver spends in the wrong lane. 

Table 3. Means and standard deviations of task performance 

 Condition 

Variable Baseline T9  Touch 

City 
Task load 
Task completions 

Task completion time (s) 
Characters per minute 

 

26.42 (12.55)  52.67 (21.04)  58.19 (20.89) 
N/A   3.86 (1.56)    3.79 (1.58) 

N/A 38.17 (31.85)  44.87 (25.93) 
N/A 61.91 (24.92)  49.84 (26.59) 

Freeway 
Task load 
Task completions 

Task completion time (s) 
Characters per minute 

 

23.79 (15.29)  45.54 (26.42)  53.77 (26.89) 
N/A   4.64 (0.74)    4.00 (1.66) 

N/A 30.23 (8.85)  44.61 (29.34) 
N/A 53.55 (16.85)  47.14 (22.43) 
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5.2 Task Performance 
 

The results for task performance are shown in Table 3. 

 

Fig. 7. Task load 

Task Load. The subjects’ average perceived task load doubled when writing text 
messages. This was significant both on the freeway (F=11.36, p<0.001) and in the city 
(F=17.73, p<0.001). The task load was also slightly higher when writing with Touch 
than it was when writing with T9, but this difference was found not to be significant. 
The average perceived task load was slightly higher when driving in the city than it 
was when driving on the freeway, but this difference was not significant. 

 

Fig. 8. Average characters per minute 

Task Completion. The average number of successfully completed task per subject 
was higher for T9 than it was for Touch, but this difference was not found to be  
significant. 

Writing Speed. The average number of characters per minute was higher with T9 
than it was with Touch, but no significant difference was found. 
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Fig. 9. Average time spent looking away 

5.3 Eye Glances 

The results on eye glances are shown in table 4. The effect of writing on time spent 
looking away was significant both on the freeway (F=48.81, p<0.001) and in the city 
(F=59.69, p<0.001). There was a significant increase in time spent looking away 
when writing with Touch compared to T9 both in the city (F=5.66, p<0.05) and on the 
freeway (F=4.87, p<0.05). This was caused by a significant increase in category 3 eye 
glances both in the city (F=9.92, p<0.01) and on the freeway (F=10.00, p<0.01). 
There was no significant difference in category 1 and category 2 eye glances between 
Touch and T9. 

Table 4. Means and standard deviations of eye glances 

 Condition 

Variable Baseline T9  Touch 

City 
Time spent looking away (s) 

Category 1 (< 0.5 seconds) 
Category 2 (0.5-2.0 seconds) 
Category 3 (> 2.0 seconds) 

 

2.18 (1.56)  75.52 (27.55)  103.14 (32.75) 

0.54 (0.66)    1.39 (2.06)     2.15 (1.95) 
2.54 (2.54)  45.31 (13.96)  42.31 (25.36) 
0.00 (0.00)    9.00 (8.85)  18.69 (8.92) 

Freeway 
Time spent looking away (s) 

Category 1 (<0.5 seconds) 
Category 2 (0.5-2.0 seconds) 
Category 3 (>2.0 seconds) 

 
2.40 (2.23)  85.02 (33.57)  117.35 (44.59) 

0.14 (0.36)    0.50 (0.85)    1.07 (1.32) 
2.79 (2.69)  43.57 (11.69)  39.00 (23.90) 
0.00 (0.00)  12.07 (9.30)  24.07 (9.93) 

 
The results showed no significant difference on time spent looking away between 

driving in the city and the freeway. 
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5.4 Expert Comparison 

A recent study assessed whether frequent texters are less dangerous in the traffic than 
less frequent texters. Based on their data, they concluded that this is not the case [34]. 

Our experiment was not designed to study this aspect. However, for all the results 
presented in the three tables above, we made between-subject ANOVA tests between 
T9 users in the T9 condition and Touch users in the Touch condition. The analysis 
showed no major differences compared to the overall results. This suggests that in-
creased experience with a mobile phone does not change the effect on road safety 
when texting while driving. 

6 Discussion 

The results on driving performance show a clear change in driving behaviour when 
writing text messages compared to driving without interacting with a mobile phone. 
Between the baseline and the two writing conditions, we have significant results 
showing that the reaction time doubled, risk of crash/near-crash was 4-5 times higher, 
and the following distance, following distance variability and lane crossings increased 
in both the city and on the freeway, and so did lane variability on the freeway. 

In the overview of related work, we mentioned several studies of mobile use for 
calling. Our results are consistent with these studies which demonstrate that text mes-
saging is just as dangerous as other uses of a mobile phone. 

The combination of reaction time and crash/near-crash risk shows that writing text 
messages while driving increases the risk of being in a dangerous situation by around 
4 times in the city, and around 5 times on the freeway. 

For several of our measures, there was a tendency that the smartphone decreased 
road safety compared to the traditional tactile phone. However, only some of these 
differences were significant. The main difference for performance was the number of 
crash or near-crash incidents and the lane crossings which were significant on the 
freeway. These results show that overall, text messaging with touch-based smart-
phone is more dangerous than with T9. 

This increase in crash and near-crash risk from city to freeway may be caused by 
the straight and wider road of the freeway, compared to the many curved roads and 
intersections in the city. Virginia Research [7] found that texting while driving in-
creased the odds of crashes or near crashes by 23 times. We only found an increase of 
four but this is possibly attributed to the difference in testing environments, as their 
testing was done in vehicles in real traffic and not in a simulator. Furthermore, our 
simulator did not have elements such as pedestrians or cyclists, which, if present, 
could have increased the likelihood of crash and near-crash situations. On the other 
hand, our users were in the younger end of the scale, and they may be better able to 
deal with the distraction from the mobile phone. 

Our subjects clearly increased their following distance when texting, suggesting 
that they subconsciously attempted to reduce the likelihood of being involved in a 
crash. This is consistent with other results [11]. 
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We analysed our videos looking for explanations of this difference between city 
and freeway. In the city, our drivers seemed more stressed because they had to follow 
a car that was stopping, starting and turning frequently. They also had to watch traffic 
lights and cars driving in the opposite direction. This seems to increase their attention 
on the traffic. On the freeway, there is less activity and they are more relaxed, which 
makes them pay less attention to the driving. This is also consistent with the results on 
lane variability. Some of the related studies have results indicating that there are 
fewer crashes or near-crashes in the city. 

The results on task performance point in the same direction. The task load doubled 
from the baseline to the two texting conditions. Thus the subject perceived it to be 
much more demanding to write text messages while driving. There was a tendency 
that T9 was faster on task completion and writing speed compared to the Touch 
phone, but this difference was not significant. 

The results on eye glances show that writing messages causes the driver to look 
away from the traffic more often and for longer periods of time. The drivers spent  
30-50 times more time looking away when they were writing text messages. The 
number of eye glances, where the driver looks away from the traffic, increased sig-
nificantly. In addition, the increase was on the long (between a half and two seconds) 
and very long (over 2 seconds) eye glances. Research on road safety has shown that 
these longer eye glances are much more dangerous than the shorter ones. 

When we compare the two mobile telephones, the users with the Touch phone 
spent significantly more time looking away, and they had the double number of very 
long eye glances compared to the users of the T9 phone.  

The test subjects lane variability, crash/near-crash ratio and time spent in the 
wrong lane as well as time spent looking away was increased when using a smart-
phone. This suggests that the lack of tactile feedback on the phones caused the subject 
to look away for longer periods of time, which is why only the number of category 3 
eye glances (above 2 seconds) was significantly higher when using a smartphone. 
These results confirm our original expectation that the touch-based smartphone  
requires more visual attention. 

Overall, the results confirm that text messaging during simulated driving has sig-
nificant impact on road safety. On some parameters, there was a tendency that texting 
on the smartphone reduced road safety even more than the traditional phone. On the 
more severe parameters, there were significant results showing that the touch phone 
was more dangerous than the traditional tactile mobile phone. 

7 Conclusion 

In this paper we presented results from an empirical study of the effect of text mes-
saging on road safety where we specifically compared the use of a traditional mobile 
phone and a smartphone for writing text messages during simulated driving. The re-
sults clearly show that writing text messages using any of the two mobile phones 
significantly decrease road safety. This is caused by significant changes in driving 
behaviour related to reaction time and lane keeping. Writing text messages while 
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driving increased the risk of being involved in a crash or near-crash situation by a 
factor of 4 to 5. 

The results suggest that while the touch-based smartphone is a step forward in 
many respects, it decreases road safety when used for writing text messages while 
driving. The subjects spent significantly more time looking away when they used the 
smartphone, and this increased the risk of crash or near-crash incidents. Texting while 
driving is increasing rapidly, and our results show that when a smartphone is used for 
this, it increases driver distraction as this type of phone provide no tactile feedback, 
leaving only visual feedback when writing text messages. Our results suggest that 
drivers should never text while driving, especially not with a smartphone. 

There are some limitations in our study. The experiment was conducted in a simu-
lator and not in real traffic. However, our results point in the same direction as studies 
of real traffic, and comparisons of car simulators and real traffic confirm the relevance 
of the results from simulators. Our test subjects were relatively young, and, thereby, 
more experienced in texting. This could imply that they are less dangerous; on the 
other hand, young people are more likely to be involved in accidents. 

For a future study, it could be interesting to identify the factors of mobile phone in-
teraction while driving that affect distraction. Related to this, it would be interesting 
to further identify the exact points where touch-based smartphones differ from tradi-
tional tactile mobile phones. This could include studies with different keyboards and 
types of feedback on the smartphone. 
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