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Transportation
M-1 Distracted Driving: State Laws

In 2017, at least 3,166 people were killed in motor vehicle crashes 
involving distracted drivers in the United States. Of those killed, 599 
were pedestrians, bicyclists, and others who were not occupants of 
the vehicles. Of the nearly 6.5 million police-reported motor vehicle 
traffic crashes in 2017, 34,247 were fatal crashes, and 9 percent of 
fatal crashes were reported as distraction-affected.1

Kansas data for 2018 show distracted driving was recorded as 
a factor in 2,228 crashes that led to injuries or property damage 
exceeding $1,000, and 14 people died and 909 were injured 
in those crashes. In 2017, a total of 15,627 crashes involved 
distracted drivers, with total costs of those crashes estimated at 
$774.5 million.2

While the full prevalence of distracted driving is unknown, a 
roadside observation of more than 3,000 drivers at 11 intersections 
in Alabama found 32.7 percent of them to be engaged in at least 1 
distracting activity, such as talking on the phone (31.4 percent) or 
manipulating a phone (16.6 percent).3 A national, representative, 
anonymous panel of 1,211 U.S. drivers found nearly 60.0 percent 
reported cell phone reading and writing activity within the previous 
30 days; of the drivers in the panel, the highest rate of device usage 
was among drivers ages 18 through 24.4

Distractions caused by cell phones and other electronic devices 
account for large percentages of deaths, injuries, and crashes in 
which distraction is recorded as a factor. Researchers say that is 
because such devices often cause all of the three types of distraction 
described by the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration:

● Visual: taking your eyes off the road;
● Manual: taking your hands off the wheel; and
● Cognitive: taking your mind off driving.5

The following three charts illustrate driver distraction statistics in 
Kansas.
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State Responses to Distracted Driving

According to the Insurance Institute for Highway 
Safety (IIHS):

	● Text messaging is banned for all drivers 
in 48 states (including Kansas; KSA 
2018 Supp. 8-15,111) and the District 
of Columbia. In addition, novice drivers 
are banned from texting in Missouri; only 
Montana has no ban;

	● The use of all cellphones by novice 
drivers is restricted in 38 states (including 
Kansas; KSA 2019 Supp. 8-296 and 
8-2,101) and the District of Columbia; 
and 

	● Talking on a hand-held cellphone while 
driving is banned in 20 states and the 
District of Columbia and partially banned, 
e.g., in highway work zones, in 7 more.6

The states’ full or partial bans on hand-held 
device use vary in many ways, including the 
exceptions to the bans. All of these states allow 
use for emergency purposes, and most allow use 

of two-way or federally licensed amateur radios. 
Most require a vehicle to be off a roadway, i.e., 
not just stopped in traffic, for use of hand-held 
devices to be permitted.

At least six states and the District of Columbia 
also have laws generally prohibiting distracted 
driving, defined as engaging in any activity that 
interferes with the safe operation of the vehicle.

Effectiveness of Bans on Device Usage

The IIHS estimates more than 800 people 
died in 2017 in crashes related to device 
manipulation.7 Reviews of peer-reviewed studies 
suggest state laws intended to reduce distracted 
driving, particularly distraction caused by use of 
electronic devices, do affect driver behavior. For 
example, a 2014 review of studies published 
since 2009 found “all-driver bans on hand-held 
phone conversations have resulted in long-term 
reductions in hand-held phone use, and drivers 
in ban states reported higher rates of hands-free 
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phone use and lower overall phone use compared 
with drivers in non-ban states.”8

Studies also find driver distractions impair driver 
performance. A review of 350 analyses reported 
in 206 articles published between 1968 and 2012 
found 80.0 percent of the analyses identified 
“detrimental relationships between secondary 
tasks and driving performance.”9 Studies directly 
observing driver behavior found novice drivers 
made more driving errors than experienced 
drivers when distractions were involved, but the 
rates of errors were similar when the distraction 
took the driver’s eyes away from the road.10  
Another study found “cell-phone participants’ 

assessments of the safeness of their driving 
and confidence in their driving abilities were 
uncorrelated with their actual errors. Thus, 
talking on a cell phone not only diminished the 
safeness of participants’ driving, it diminished 
their awareness of the safeness of their driving.”11 

Additional information. Specific information 
about state laws regarding use of hand-held 
devices and more information about effectiveness 
of bans on device usage can be found in the 
memorandum “Hands-free and Distracted Driving 
Laws in Other States,” available at http://www.
kslegresearch.org/KLRD-web/Transportation.
html.
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