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O The Center for Disease Control 
states that automobile collisions 
were the No. 1 cause of death 

for children and young adults aged 
5-24 and for teen drivers. In 2010 
the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration stated that 32,885 
people were killed as reported in an 
estimated 5.5 million police reports 
of motor vehicle traffic crashes in  
America. An average of four lives were 
lost every hour in traffic collisions — 
this includes men, women and children. 
In addition to the deaths, 2 million 
people were injured. That’s more than 
6,100 people injured every single day in 
America. 

To put all this into perspective, the 
number of Americans killed in car 
accidents is higher than the combined 
number of those who have died in all 
the wars our country has ever fought. 
The automobile is the unintended 
weapon of choice in the United States — and 
every day the death toll rises.

Of the vehicle-related deaths that occur 
every year, 292 of them occur as a result 
of someone backing over another person. 
(Nearly 18,000 injuries happen this way.) 
Children killed by being backed over 
represent 44 percent of the fatalities in such 
incidents; people older than 70 years of age 
make up 33 percent of those victims. Rear-
view cameras and rear-parking sensors can 
help greatly in preventing these tragedies. 
After market cameras and sensors are 
available for less than $300, which is a small 
price to pay for protecting the children in 
your life.

In addition to the tragic loss of life in car 
accidents, this is a tremendous cost. The 
CDC estimates the cost of traffic collisions in 
America at more than $230 billion annually. 

They also report that the majority of fatal 
collisions occur on local streets at a speed of 
less than 40 miles per hour. This isn’t difficult 
to imagine when you consider that the 
“rolling instruments of death” that transport 
us just about everywhere we go these days 
typically weigh in at more than 3,000 pounds 
and carry highly flammable liquids.

The annual cost of automobile collisions in 
America that involves substance abuse totals 
more than $51 billion — not to mention the 
emotional costs for the families of fathers, 
mothers and children killed by substance-
impaired drivers.

Remarkably, a large percentage of these 
automobile accidents are preventable 
and foreseeable. You may be tempted to 
disagree with the premise that many of these 
collisions are preventable, particularly when 
we consider that the term used to describe 

these collisions is “accident.” I’m not 
suggesting that these collisions are 
intentional, but most of them can easily 
be prevented — and at absolutely no 
cost.

How can I be so certain about that 
bold statement? It’s because the No. 1 
cause of car accidents is in attention, 
or DAYDREAMING WHILE DRIVING! 
According to NHTSA, in attention can 
also include fatigue and drowsiness. 

Automobile collisions don’t “just 
happen.” According to the 2010 NHTSA 
data, many accidents are caused by 
people driving in a “trance-like” state. 
Other common contributing factors of 
car accidents are:
• Distracted driving — using the 

phone, eating, reaching, adjusting 
controls of the total accidents. 

• Driving at an unsafe speed. 
• Driving on the wrong side of the road. 

• Turning improperly.
• Violating right-of-way rules.
• Failing to stop at a stop sign/signal.
• Operating a motor vehicle while under the 

influence of a substance.

Additional data that may help you avoid 
an untimely death or life-changing injury 
include the time of day and the age and 
gender of driver involved in the largest 
number of collisions. The majority of the 
accidents with fatalities occur between 3-6 
p.m. The age of people most likely to be 
involved in a fatal accident is 25-34. Also, 
men account for almost three times the 
number of fatalities as women. In 2010 the 
NHTSA data shows that men were driving 
in 22,902 of the total fatal accidents — 69.6 
percent — and women were driving in 9,979 
of the them — 30.4 percent. You may not 
be able to stay off the road during the hours 
of 3-6 p.m., and you certainly can’t help it if 
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you happen to be a male between the ages of 
25-34. But there are some things that all of us 
can do to make us safer on the roads.

THE MYTH OF MULTI-TASKING

The human brain doesn’t handle two 
cognitive tasks simultaneously; rather 
it handles them in rapid sequence, 
often leaving the impression of having 
accomplished multiple tasks at the same 
time. We are capable of walking and chewing 
gum at the same time because chewing 
gum requires little brain power. But when 
we call on our cognitive functions to handle 
circumstances that can require a high level of 
functioning, we can literally overburden our 
brains. 

The more brain power you use in doing 
additional tasks while you’re driving, the 
greater your likelihood of dying or killing 
someone else. It may require little additional 
cognitive function to make a quick phone 
call to say that you are on your way home 
while you are making a routine drive. But 
imagine that you are driving to a place you’ve 
never been before, you’re looking for an 
address, and you’re talking to your boss about 
a matter that could affect your continued 
employment. Chances are exponentially 
greater that you will not do a good job of any 
of those tasks. 

In fact, there is a term given to this type of 
scenario, which is “inattentional blindness.” 
Drivers who are distracted mentally can 
look at people or objects around them and 
completely fail to see them. The use of mobile 
phones while driving is a common cause 
of inattential blindness. It is estimated that 
drivers using mobile phones fail to perceive 
up to 50 percent of the information in their 
driving environment. They look out the 
windshield, but do not process everything 
necessary to adequately monitor their 
surroundings, identify potential hazards and 
respond to unexpected situations. Inattention 
blindness caused by multitasking while you 
are driving creates slow reaction times and 

often results in veering into other lanes, both 
of which can lead to tragedy.
The primary culprit in multitasking — you 
guessed it — is talking on the phone and 
texting. Additionally, snapping pictures of 
surroundings, grooming, smoking, adjusting 
equipment, handling entertainment systems, 
adjusting navigation systems, interacting 
with other passengers, pets and reaching for 
possessions often play a role in distracted 
driving. 

Amazingly, eating and drinking while 
driving runs a close second in multitasking 
to texting. Some of the most common foods 
mentioned in vehicle accident reports are (in 
this order) hot coffee, hot soup, tacos, chili, 
hamburgers, barbecued foods, fried chicken, 
jelly donuts, soft drinks, and chocolate candy. 
One commonality to all of these foods is that 
they are messy. In an attempt to eat and drink 
without dropping crumbs or spilling liquids, 
many drivers take their eyes off the road or 
take road-risks that result in an accident. 

PROTECT YOURSELF AND THE 
CHILDREN IN YOUR CARE

Navigating roads that include other drivers 
who are under the influence of substances 
and doing many of the other things that 
make our roads dangerous is challenging 
enough. Let’s not add to the mayhem. 
Some common sense tips for preventing 
distractions:
• Don’t multitask while driving. Carve out 

time for driving as uninterrupted time for 
yourself. 

• Don’t text or talk on the phone. If you must, 
do so with a handsfree phone. And wait 
until you’re not driving to conduct serious 
conversations.

• Restrain children and pets before starting 
the engine. 

• Safely stow cargo.
• Set vehicle controls and the navigational 

system before putting the car in gear.
• Pull over to make adjustments to controls or 

the navigational system.
• Do not smoke, eat or drink in your vehicle. 

If you must drink, do so with a non-spill 
travel cup, and avoid hot drinks.

Avoid collision with impaired drivers by 
watching for the same behaviors that law 
enforcement officers watch for in drivers:
• Making wide turns or straddling lanes.
• Driving at night with headlights off. 
• Weaving. 
• Tailgating.
• Driving excessively slow or fast.
• Erratic braking.
• Inconsistent use of turn signals.
• Abrupt or illegal turns.
• Slow responses.

It is usually safer to be behind an impaired 
driver than in front of one. If you are behind 
someone you suspect is impaired, do not 
try to pass. Slow down and try to put some 
distance between you and the other vehicle. 
Take down the license number and contact 
authorities if the driver’s behavior is highly 
erratic. If you see an impaired driver come up 
behind you, try to find a safe “out.” Pull into a 
parking lot or turn and take a different route, 
if possible. Never try to outrun an impaired 
driver, and never pull over and stop as highly 
impaired drivers have been known to follow 
lights, so he or she could follow you and fail 
to stop.

Finally, remember that the children within 
your influence will likely be drivers one day. 
Their first lessons about driving are what they 
see you do. Demonstrate the safe way to drive 
that 3,000 pound, lethal weapon, and you’ll 
empower your children do to the same. ❁ 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:  Rhonda Sciortino, 
author of “Succeed Because of What You’ve 
Been Through,” is the National Child Welfare 
Specialist for Markel Insurance Company. 
Sciortino is a foster alum who chairs the 
Successful Survivors Foundation and serves 
as a spokesperson for Foster Care Alumni of 
America. Her weekly radio show can be heard 
at www.rhondasradioshow.com.


