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DRIVEN TO DISTRACTION: 
Dual-Task Studies of Simulated Driving and Conversing on a

Cellular Telephone

David L. Strayer and William A. Johnston
University of Utah

Abstract—Dual-task studies assessed the effects of cellular-phone
conversations on performance of a simulated driving task. Perfor-
mance was not disrupted by listening to radio broadcasts or listening
to a book on tape. Nor was it disrupted by a continuous shadowing
task using a handheld phone, ruling out, in this case, dual-task inter-
pretations associated with holding the phone, listening, or speaking.
However, significant interference was observed in a word-generation
variant of the shadowing task, and this deficit increased with the diffi-
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(ANOVA) indicated that the probability of missing red lights in-
creased from single- to dual-task conditions for the combined cell-
phone group, F(1, 30) 

 

� 8.8, p

 

�
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models might be able to account for the interference between cell-
phone conversations and driving because there may be an overlap in
the stages of processing between the two tasks. But given the similar-
ity of the stages of processing in the shadowing and generation condi-
tions of Experiment 2, this interpretation would seem to erroneously
predict similar patterns of dual-task interference for these two condi-
tions.3

We suggest that cellular-phone use disrupts performance by divert-
ing attention to an engaging cognitive context other than the one im-
mediately associated with driving. Some aspects of driving are
inherently unpredictable (e.g., reacting to a child who darts across the
street), and when attention is diverted from the driving context, the ap-
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