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Talking to death: texts, phones kill 16,000: 
USA study 
By Maggie Fox  Health and Science Editor Thu Sep 23, 2010  
 
 
 

WASHINGTON Reuters  - Drivers distracted by talking or texting on cell phones killed an 

estimated 16,000 people from 2001 to 2007, U.S. researchers reported on Thursday. 
 

The estimate, one of the first scientific attempts to quantify 
how many people have died in accidents caused specifically 
by mobile telephone distractions, also suggests a growing 
number of these drivers are under 30. 
"Our results suggested that recent and rapid increases in 
texting volumes have resulted in thousands of additional 
road fatalities in the United States," Fernando Wilson and 
Jim Stimpson of the University of North Texas Health 
Science Center wrote in the American Journal of Public 
Health. 
 

Wilson and Stimpson used details on road deaths from each 
state, on cell phone ownership and data on text message 
volume from the Federal Communications Commission. [Fr] 
 

They got reports from the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration on deaths attributable to distracted driving.  

A driver uses his smart phone while in traffic in Encinitas, California  

December 10, 2009. Credit : Reuters / Mike Blake 
 
 

"Since roughly 2001-2002, texting volumes have increased by several hundred percent," Wilson said in a telephone 
interview. In 2002, 1 million texts were sent every month; this rose to 110 million in 2008. 
 
 

"Since 2001 our model predicts that about 16,000 people have died since then that we attribute to the increase in texting 
volume in the United States." 
 
 

Just talking on a cell phone can distract a driver, and several studies have demonstrated that, even with a hands-free 
device. But Wilson said texting and using so-called smart phones that provide e-mail access and other distracting 
applications take the problem to a new level. 
 
 

U.S. traffic deaths are down -- in 2009 the Transportation Department said they hit their lowest level since the mid-1950s 
in 2009 at 33,963. 
 
 

But for every 1 million new cell phone subscribers, Wilson and Stimpson estimate a 19-percent rise in deaths due to 
distracted driving. 
 

"Distracted deaths as a share of all road fatalities increased from 10.9 percent to 15.8 percent from 1999 to 2008, and 
much of the increase occurred after 2005," they wrote. 
 
 

DEATHS TRACK CELLPHONE USE 
 

"In 2008, approximately 1 in 6 fatal vehicle collisions resulted from a driver being distracted while driving," the report 
said. It found 5,870 people died in accidents attributed to distracted driving. Cellphone ownership and the number of text 
messages sent rose sharply over the same time, Wilson and Stimpson found. 
 

Wilson said 30 states ban texting while driving, and some cities and states require hands-free devices for drivers using 
mobile telephones. 
 
 

This week Secretary of Labor Hilda Solis said the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and the U.S. Department 
of Transportation would work to fight distractions, encouraging employers to find ways to prevent workers from texting 
while driving for work. 
 

Wilson said better enforcement is needed but he cannot see an easy way to do it. 
 
 

"I guess a perfect solution would be installing cell phone jammers in every car but that is not going to happen," said 
Wilson, who himself answered a telephone call to be interviewed while driving, but who pulled over to talk.  
 

"Unlike drunk driving, where you have effective enforcement mechanisms you don't have that with texting," he said.  
"The cop just has to get lucky and see you texting while driving." 
 
 

(Editing by Xavier Briand) 
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