











Appendix—Coding of Distraction During Crashes

In keeping with its distraction plan (Overview of the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s Driver Distraction
Program, April 2010, Report No. DOT HS 811 299), NHTSA
continues to refine collection of information about the role of
distracted driving in police-reported crashes. This includes
improvements to the coding of distraction in FARS. Prior to
2010, FARS, which contains data about fatal motor vehicle
crashes, and the NASS-GES, which contains data about a sam-
ple of all severities of police-reported crashes, coded distrac-
tion information in different formats. FARS was more general
and inclusive of generally inattentive behavior, whereas GES
identified specific distracted driving behaviors. In 2010, the
two systems’ coding of distraction was unified. Beginning in
2010 for both systems, when looking at distraction-affected
crashes, the driver in both FARS and GES is identified as
“Yes-Distracted,” “No-Not distracted,” or “Unknown if dis-
tracted.” If the driver is identified as distracted, further cod-
ing is performed to distinguish the specific activity that was
distracting the driver. This was not a change for data cod-
ing for GES, but was in FARS. The data collected on the PAR
did not changg; rather, it is the way the data is classified in
FARS to focus the fatal crash data on the set of distractions
most likely to affect the crash. Prior to 2010 in FARS, distrac-
tion was not first identified in a Yes/No/Unknown manner.
Rather, specific behaviors of the driver as coded on the PAR
were combined and categorized as “distracted.”

Because of this change in data coding in FARS, distraction-
affected crash data from FARS beginning in 2010 cannot be
compared to distracted-driving-related data from FARS from
previous years. With only four years of fatal crash informa-
tion for distraction under the new coding, the reader should
take caution in making conclusions of trends in these data.
GES data can be compared over the years, as the data coding
did not change in this system.

Of additional note is the terminology regarding distrac-
tion. For FARS and GES data, beginning with 2010 data, any
crash in which a driver was identified as distracted at the
time of the crash is referred to as a distraction-affected crash.
Discussion of cell phones is also more specific starting with
the 2010 data. Starting in 2010, FARS no longer offers “cell
phone present in vehicle” as a coding option; thus this code
cannot be considered a distraction within the data set. From
discussion with law enforcement officers, this code in years
past was used when it was believed that the driver was using
a cell phone at the time of the crash and thus contributed to
the crash, but proof was not available. The use of a cell phone
is more specific with the current coding and if the specific
involvement cannot be determined, law enforcement has
ot  options available to discuss the role of the cell phone
and thus the coding would reflect such. Because of these
changes, the current language referring to cell phones is that
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the crash involved the use of a cell phone as opposed to the
generic cell-phone-involvement used previously.

In a continuing effort towards uniformity in data collection
among states, the Model Minimum Uniform Crash Criteria
(MMUCC) was updated in June 2012. MMUCC is a guideline
for collection of crash characteristics in police accident reports.
In this updated edition, MMUCC Guideline, 4th Edition, the
reporting element for distraction was improved after consul-
tation with law enforcement, safety advocates, first respond-
ers, and industry representatives. The States are increasingly
becoming compliant with these MMUCC guidelines.

Altribute Selection

As discussed in the Methodology section of this Research
Note, FARS and GES were accessed to retrieve distraction-
affected crashes. Table A-1 contains every variable attribute
available for coding for driver distraction along with exam-
ples to illustrate the meaning of the attribute. This is the cod-
ing scheme available for FARS and GES. Table A-1 further
indicates whether that attribute was included in the analysis
for distraction-affected crashes.

In 2012, the variable attributes changed to account for differ-
ent ways that State police accident reports describe general
categories of distraction, inattention, and careless driving.
These additional attributes provide a more accurate classifi-
cation of the behavior indicated on the police accident report.
If the cell in the table is greyed out, the attribute did not exist
for the indicated data years.

If there are no indications of usage for distraction-affected
crashes, the attribute was not considered as a type of distrac-
tion behavior and therefore not included in the analysis.

Data Limitations

NHTSA recognizes that there are limitations to the collection
and reporting of FARS and GES data with regard to driver
distraction. The data for FARS and GES are based on PARs
and information gathered after the crashes have occurred.

One significant challenge for collection of distracted driv-
ing data is the PAR itself. Police accident reports vary across
jurisdictions, thus creating potential inconsistencies in
reporting. Many variables on the police accident report are
nearly universal, but distraction is not one of those variables.
Some police accident reports identify distraction as a distinct
reporting field, while others do not have such a field and iden-
tification of distraction is based upon the narrative portion
of the report. The variation in reporting forms contributes
to variation in the reported number of distraction-affected
crashes. Any national or State count of distraction-affected
crashes should be interpreted with this limitation in mind
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