Session 2: Making Driving Choices
Objectives

In this session, you will learn how to:

· Identify the personal benefits of using occupant protection systems.

· Explain the affects of alcohol and other drugs on driving ability.

· Identify physical and mental driver conditions that may affect driving abilities.

· List techniques you can use to maintain control in adverse driving situations.

Introduction

One of the personal choices you can make as a driver is to protect yourself and your passengers every time you get behind the wheel.  Let’s start by taking a look at some vehicle safety features that can save your life: occupant protection systems.  

Occupant Protection Systems

Most vehicles are equipped with several types of occupant protection systems.  Safety belts, air bags, child safety seats, head restraints, and door locks are examples.  All play a role in keeping you and your passengers safe.

First, let’s take a closer look at why these systems are valuable.
Dynamics of a Collision

Why are occupant protection systems so important?  One way to understand their value is to look at the dynamics of a collision.  Every motor vehicle collision actually includes three crashes.

Three Stages of a Collision:

1. The Vehicle Crash

2. The Human Crash

3. The Internal Crash
Stage 1:  The Vehicle Crash

The first stage is the vehicle crash. The vehicle strikes an object causing it to buckle and bend as it hits and comes to an abrupt stop.  

The front end absorbs some of the force of the collision and cushions the rest of the vehicle. As a result, the passenger compartment comes to a more gradual stop than the front of the car.

Stage 2:  The Human Crash

The second stage is the human crash.  The vehicle’s occupants hit some part of the vehicle. At the moment of impact, unbelted occupants are still traveling at the vehicle’s original speed.

Another form of the human crash is person-to-person impact.

Unbelted occupants colliding with each other cause many serious or fatal injuries.

In a collision, occupants move toward the point of impact, not away from it.  Unbelted rear seat passengers become high-speed projectiles striking people in the front seat.  As a result, the front seat passenger’s risk of death greatly increases.  

For example, if a vehicle is traveling at 55 mph, how fast will the unbelted occupants still be going at the moment of impact?  The unbelted occupants would still be traveling at 55 mph at the moment of impact.  And, just after the vehicle comes to a complete stop, the occupants will slam into the steering wheel, windshield, dashboard, seat, or other interior surfaces.

Stage 3:  The Internal Crash

The final stage is the internal crash, which often causes serious or fatal injuries. 

After the occupant’s body comes to a complete stop, his or her internal organs are still moving forward.  Suddenly, these organs slam into other organs or the skeletal system.

Without occupant protection systems, our chance of survival in a collision is significantly reduced.

When used properly, occupant protection systems can be lifesavers.  The one we are most familiar with is the safety belt.  Safety belts are lifesavers.  Safety belts PROTECT, CONTROL, and help you to SURVIVE.

· Safety belts protect you by absorbing the force of a collision.

· Safety belts help you stay in control of your vehicle.

Safety belts increase your chances of surviving by more than 50 percent. They reduce the risk of fatal injury to front-seat passenger-car occupants by 45 percent.

How do safety belts work?

A properly fastened safety belt is your best protection during a collision.  As a vehicle rapidly slows down, it distributes the force over the stronger and larger parts of your body.  This includes your chest, hips, and shoulders.  The safety belt stretches slightly to slow your body down.

To protect yourself and your passengers, make it a habit to buckle everyone up properly, lock the doors, and adjust the seat and head restraint properly.  

There are two types of safety belts:

· Lap belts

· Unibelts

Lap Belt

· Secure it low and across the hips.

· Drivers are required to wear them in older or antique vehicles, if the vehicle has had them installed.

· Back-seat passengers need to buckle them.

Unibelt

· Always buckle the lap belt low across the hips.

· The shoulder harness should be snug against your chest.

There are some misconceptions or myths about safety belts that have been around for years.

Such as, “I can move around, back and forth, in my shoulder harness, so the safety belt isn’t working.”

This is a myth.  Newer safety restraints are designed to allow movement. The belts “lock” to prevent us from hitting the dashboard when we step on the brake firmly or move forward quickly.

Another myth is “Safety belts trap passengers in burning or submerged vehicles.”

This is also not true. Less than one-half of one percent of injury-producing collisions involve fire or submersion. If we don’t wear our safety belts, we have a very good chance of being knocked unconscious and not escaping.

Another misconception is, “I’m only driving to the local store; I don’t really need to wear my safety belt.  I won’t be in a collision.”  The fact is, nearly three-fourths of drivers involved in fatal collisions were within 25 miles of their home.  More than 80 percent of drivers incurring injury in a collision were less than 25 miles from home.

To get the greatest protection from occupant protection systems, before driving your vehicle, you should:
· Making sure all adults and older children buckle up using both lap and shoulder belts.

· Securing infants and younger children in the proper child safety seat, always in the back seat.

· Closing and locking all doors and tailgates.

· Keeping front seat backs upright.

· Properly adjusting the head restraint.

While it is always important to wear your safety belt, vehicles now offer the added protection of air bags.  Air bags are Supplemental Restraint Systems (SRS).  Safety belts and air bags together offer the best protection in a collision.

How can driver and passenger air bags help protect you?

Driver and Passenger Air Bags:

· Absorb collision energy and help protect the driver’s and front seat passenger’s head, neck, and chest in a frontal impact collision

· Reduce the risk of serious head injury by 81 percent

· Provide extra protection when used with other occupant protection systems, but are not a substitute for safety belts

· Do not inflate in a moderate frontal collision (0-5 mph) (0-8.0465 kph), or during a rear impact, side impact, or rollover.

Side-impact air bags are now included in many newer vehicle models.  These bags inflate in a moderate-to-severe side-impact collision to cushion the driver and passengers from the doors and side windows.  These bags can be found in the side of the seats by the doors, in the roof area above the windows, or in the doors.

Air Bag Safety Tips

Air bags do save lives and reduce injuries, but they can pose risks.  An air bag comes out of the steering wheel or dashboard faster than a blink of an eye and at great force.  Air bags have been involved with some collision fatalities that resulted from:

· Lack of child restraint and safety belt use

· Incorrect safety belt use

· Sitting too close to the steering wheel or dashboard

You can prevent serious injuries or deaths from air bags by following these important safety tips.

Children should sit in the back seat. 

· Children riding in cars should be buckled in, in age- and size-appropriate restraints. That means using child safety seats or seat belts in the back seat.

· If an older child must sit in front, move the seat back as far as it can go and buckle the child in correctly.

Adults should move their seat back.

· Drivers and passengers of vehicles equipped with air bags should move their seats back. 

· Drivers need to move their seats back to a position that allows them to see and properly operate their vehicles.

· There should be 12 to 15 inches of space between the driver’s chest and the center of the steering wheel. 

· Adjust the steering wheel so that the air bag is aimed at the chest, not the face.

Child Safety Seats

Infants and young children need special protection when riding in vehicles because their bodies are smaller and much more fragile than an adult’s body.

Experts tell us that over 90 percent of child safety seats are installed incorrectly.  Know what type of seat your child needs and always read the child safety seat manual for instructions on how to properly install and use the restraint.

Next we will explain the affects of alcohol and other drugs on driving ability.
Impaired Driving

Did you know that statistics show, two out of every five Americans will be involved in an alcohol-related traffic collision at some time in their lives.
Although alcohol-related collisions have declined over the years, the deaths and injuries caused by alcohol and other drug-impaired driving are still dangerously high. In a one year time period:

· Alcohol was involved in nearly 41 percent of all traffic deaths.

· An average of one alcohol-related death occurred about every 30 minutes.

· About 300,000 people were injured in alcohol-related collisions.

But there is good news. More and more states are dealing more effectively with drug-impaired driving by imposing stricter fines and consequences on these drivers.

Drug-Impaired Driving

The term “drug-impaired driving” refers both to alcohol and to other drugs. Either one threatens all of us. When we drive under the influence of alcohol or other drugs, we have made a clear-cut choice—and, like all choices in life, this one has consequences. Choosing to drive while drug impaired has serious consequences.

Yet, with all of the news and information we get about the affects and consequences of drugs and alcohol on driving ability, people still continue to drive while drug impaired.

“Other drugs” include illegal drugs, prescription drugs, and some common over-the-counter (OTC) drugs used for sleep aids, allergies, coughs, and colds.

Impaired Driving Affects Everyone.  

Even if you don’t drink and never drink and drive, you share in the losses caused by others who do.  Take responsibility for yourself—if you are drinking, do not drive.  Take responsibility for those you care about by taking the keys from an impaired driver.  Don’t let family or friends drink and drive.

Did you know that a person’s ability to drive safely can be impaired by the use of certain prescription and over-the-counter drugs?  Drugs that cause side effects such as drowsiness, slow reaction time, impaired judgment, and dizziness can affect driving skills.  In fact, certain prescription and over-the-counter allergy medications may impair driving far worse than alcohol!

Mixing certain medications with alcohol or other drugs also greatly increases the risk of a collision.  For instance, extreme drowsiness, mental confusion, and breathing difficulty can result from mixing alcohol and certain cough, cold, and allergy medications. 

Mixing medications and alcohol can also increase the side effects of both, or even make the medication less effective, all of which may create a dangerous situation.

Statistics show certain prescription and common OTC drugs are a contributing factor in more traffic collisions.  According to one National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) study of multi-state fatal collisions, almost one in five drivers had drugs other than alcohol in their bodies. 

Your Prescription for Driving Safely.

Here are some additional tips for driving safely:

· Ask your pharmacist or doctor how any medications you are taking may affect your driving.

· Always read medication labels.  Follow directions for using the product and taking the suggested dose.  Check labels for warnings.  “May cause drowsiness” or “Do not use while operating machinery” means don’t drive your vehicle.

· Play it safe—Make other driving arrangements if you are taking any prescription or over-the-counter drugs that will impair your driving ability.

Zero-Tolerance Levels

Drinking and driving and other drugs and driving don’t mix—especially for young drivers.  Every state has zero-tolerance laws for underage drinking and driving.  

Yet, every day in the U.S., 13 young people between the ages of 16 and 24 die in an alcohol-related collision.  Though many of these young people are underage to legally consume alcohol, they are of legal age to drive—a deadly combination.  

Zero-tolerance laws prohibit the possession and use of alcoholic beverages by drivers and vehicle occupants under age 21.   States pass these laws to discourage alcohol consumption by drivers under age 21.

In other words, they are laws intended to prevent needless death and injury.  Zero-tolerance laws provide that any amount of alcohol in the body of a driver under age 21 is an offense.  The offender’s driver’s license may be suspended for a period of time or revoked.
Graduated Driver Licensing

Graduated Driver Licensing or GDL is a graduated approach to teen driving.  It is also an effective way to reduce new driver risks since inexperienced teen drivers are at greater risk for collisions than other drivers.  What’s more, in 45 states and the District of Columbia, it is in effect in some form.

GDL slowly introduces teen drivers into everyday traffic settings in phases, over a period of time.  This allows new drivers time to practice in low-risk conditions, under supervision.  As they mature and build their driving skill, they graduate to full driving privileges.  Driving restrictions include driving at night, driving with teen passengers in the vehicle, and zero-tolerance blood alcohol concentration (BAC).  Overall, GDL is a good start to a lifetime of safe and defensive driving.

There are three phases to Graduated Driver Licensing:

1. Learning or Permit—Supervised driving practice under certain conditions or restrictions:  Learn the rules of the road, obtain a learner’s permit, learn the basics of operating a vehicle, and PRACTICE!
2. Intermediate or Provisional—Restricted license for a set period of time.  Unsupervised driving is allowed in certain conditions or with some restrictions.

3. Full, Unrestricted License—This happens only if the driver has remained free of violations and collisions.

Physical Conditions

Although drug-impaired driving makes the headlines, other driver conditions can contribute to collisions and violations. These conditions may be subtler, but they are just as dangerous. They include both physical and mental (emotional) conditions.
Physical Conditions That Contribute to Collisions

· Age

· Mobility

· Hearing

· Vision

· Illness or use of medication

· Fatigue or drowsiness

The first condition we are probably all aware of is age.  Age affects everyone differently.

Mature-driver conditions :

· Decreased physical capabilities

· Diminished hearing and vision

· Increased reaction time

· Reduced mobility

Defensive driving solutions for mature drivers include:

· Use experience as a guide to handle traffic situations.

· Avoid driving at times when traffic is heavy or at night.

· Adjust speed to your physical condition.

Young-driver conditions:

· Better sight and hearing

· Quicker reaction time 

· Better mobility

· Subject to the number one cause of death for people under 25—traffic collisions

· Lack of experience in hazard recognition

Defensive driving solutions for young drivers include:

· Don’t drive faster than experience or conditions warrant. 

· Don’t let other people in the vehicle distract you from driving attentively.

Mobility Limitations

· Difficulty checking blind spots and around the vehicle (less mobility of the neck)

· Difficulty maneuvering 

Defensive driving solutions for mobility limitations include:

· Drive vehicles with power accessories (brakes, steering, windows).

· Install large, well-placed mirrors in the vehicle.

· Wear safety belts for protection and support.

Sit on a cushion to make the seat firmer and more comfortable.

Hearing Limitations

· Difficulty hearing emergency vehicle sirens

· Difficulty hearing traffic sounds

· Difficulty hearing vehicle sounds

Defensive driving solutions for drivers with hearing limitations include:

· Keep the volume of the radio, CD or tape player low enough for you to hear outside sounds.

· Ask passengers to speak at low levels.

· Check the mirror every three to five seconds to compensate for limited hearing ability.

· Never wear headsets while driving.

Vision Conditions

· 90 percent of our sensory input

· Reduced ability to see at night or dusk

· Near- or far-sighted vision problems

· Night blindness

Defensive driving solutions for vision limitations include:

· Don’t wear sunglasses or tinted regular glasses for night driving.

· Turn your head completely to check blind spots, and recheck before making a move.

· Wear your glasses or corrective lenses at all times.

· Do not look directly at bright lights; they temporarily blind you.

· Keep your windows and windshield clean, inside and out.

Illness and Medication 

Cause:

· Slower response time

· Inattention

· Drowsiness

Defensive driving solutions for a driver suffering from illness or is on medication include:

· Don’t drive for long distances.

· Keep alert by using the “What-If?” hazard recognition strategy. 

· Check the label on any medicine you take. If it says that it may have adverse effects, reconsider driving. Take a taxi or have someone else drive.

Fatigue and Drowsiness

Caused not only by lack of sleep, but also by driving.

· In heavy traffic

· On monotonous roads or highways

· In bad weather

· For too long a stretch

· In a vehicle that is too warm

· While under the influence of alcohol or other drugs or medications

Defensive driving solutions for fatigue and drowsiness include:

· Take rest breaks.

· Stop and get something to eat.

· Talk with passengers.

· Listen to the radio.

· Open the window for fresh air.

· Stop, get out, and go for a walk.
Have you ever felt like you were about to fall asleep at the wheel?  

Learn to recognize these danger signs when driving if you:

· Can’t focus or keep your eyes open

· Have trouble keeping your head up

· Can’t stop yawning

· Have wandering, confused thoughts

· Don’t’ remember the last few miles you have driven

· Drift out of the lane or hit a rumble strip

· Keep jerking your vehicle back into the lane

· Speed up or slow down often

· Miss an exit

Additional Defensive Driving Solutions for avoiding fatigue and drowsiness include :

· Maintain a regular sleep schedule and healthy diet.

· Avoid alcohol, drugs, or medications that cause drowsiness.

· When the danger signs start to show, get off the road.  Take a short nap in a safe place.

· Avoid driving at night between 12 am and 6 am.

On long trips, begin early in the day.  Share the driving with a companion.  Stop every 100 miles or 2 hours.  Get out of the car and walk around.  Exercise helps fight fatigue.
Mental Conditions

In addition to physical conditions, we all need to be aware of our emotions, or mental conditions, that may affect our driving ability.

Anger

Anger is one mental condition to which we may react on the road.  It grows out of some other emotion that is working on us.  Disappointment, suspicion, and pride are some examples.  Once we identify that main emotion, we can work to control our anger.

We all like to believe that we are in control of our lives and our vehicles. Sometimes, though, as in a few of these situations, we are actually giving control to other drivers. We give them control by the way we react to them. 

For example, we may choose to get angry and then try to get back at a driver.  We may think about cutting him or her off at the next light or not allowing the car to pass.

Aggressive Driving

When other drivers are acting out behind the wheel, it is commonly referred to as aggressive driving.  It is best to avoid aggravating the situation.  
What can you do to control anger behind the wheel?  Avoid aggravating the situation.  We can’t predict what another driver may do.  Let that hostile driver go by and get ahead so that we can control the situation.

Stress is another mental condition that is dangerous to everyone’s driving safety—our own safety and the safety of others around us.  It comes from letting other matters—such as deadlines—take priority over our driving.

It’s one thing to know the importance of being emotionally in control in driving situations, but it is much more difficult to do the right thing when we suddenly find ourselves in such situations. What we need to have working for us is a plan for gaining control when our emotions are affecting our driving.

We all have stressful obligations in our lives, but smart drivers realize that a collision or violation is only going to increase their stress.
Distracted Driving

Today our lives are busier than ever.  So, doing other tasks while driving may seem like a good use of our time, but these distractions take our attention away from driving.  They also increase the risk of a collision.  After all, it only takes a second for a collision to happen.
Why should you be concerned about distractions?

Because Distracted Driving:

· Competes with the attention and skills you need for driving

· Takes your eyes off the road and hands off the wheel

· Increases the risk of a collision

What is a driving distraction?

It is an event, activity, object, or person that shifts your attention away from the task of driving.  

Talking on a cell phone, eating, grooming, adjusting the radio, using laptops or handheld devices are examples of distractions that cause drivers to take their eyes off the road and their hands off the wheel.

In spite of their benefits, these devices can be a distraction that puts you at risk by taking your mind and eyes off the road and away from driving.

Even thinking about something else such as work or school, or talking to others, can take a driver’s mind off driving.  Any combination of these distractions increases the risk even more.

The bad news is distractions take our attention away from driving and increase the chance of a collision.  Research studies show distracted driving contributes to about 25 percent of vehicle collisions.

Source: NHTSA

Driving safely requires giving your full attention to the road and possible hazards.  The key is finding ways to better manage distractions that happen while driving.  
Some other safety tips that you can use …

· Do not reach down or behind the driver’s seat, pick up items from the floor, open the glove compartment, or clean the inside windows while driving.

· Avoid emotional conversations with passengers.

· Pull over to a safe area to care for children.

· If you must use a cell phone, keep both hands on the wheel and eyes on the road—keep safe driving a priority.  Pull over to a safe area to make or receive a call.  Do not dial or answer a call when driving, especially in hazardous conditions.

· Watch for other distracted drivers who may not see you.

Aggressive driving impacts the safety of the driver and everyone around him or her.  Certain driving behaviors contribute to aggressive driving and cause over 50 percent of all collisions.

This fact may surprise you:  A major cause of aggressive driving is a loss of personal control in some aspect of a person’s life.

Many aggressive drivers view driving aggressively as taking control. “I’ll show these people how to drive; I’ll teach them a lesson.” However, the opposite is true. What is worse, aggressive driving can get out of control and grow to road rage when other drivers attempt to “get even.”
Do you know the difference between aggressive driving and road rage?

AGGRESSIVE DRIVING is:
· Driving in a bold, selfish, or pushy manner without regard for the rights or safety of other drivers.

· A ticketable offense.

ROAD RAGE is:
· Using a vehicle as a weapon with intent to do harm.

· Physical assault of a person or vehicle as a result of a traffic incident.

· A criminal offense.

Reduce your own aggressive driving behavior and avoid confrontations with other aggressive drivers by taking and maintaining self-control.  

Every decision you make has consequences, both positive and negative.  You need not give up control of your driving to the actions of others or to random emotions.

Remember—the only person who can control your behavior behind the wheel is you.  Other drivers may make you mad, but only you have the power to make your own decisions.  

Reduce Stress and Aggression Behind the Wheel

Remember—driving is not a win or lose situation.  

The only winners are those drivers who reach their destination safely.  Don’t worry about the behavior of other drivers, concentrate on driving safely.

Aggressive driving only leads to more aggressive driving.

Show courtesy to other drivers; give them the benefit of the doubt.  The more courtesy a driver shows, the more he or she gets back.

Avoid driving when angry, upset, or overly tired.

Plan your trip with enough time so you don’t feel rushed.

Use the time to relax instead of focusing on hurrying to a destination.  Let it be personal time spent in a personal space. Listen to music or think about something pleasant.

Personalize the other drivers.

Don’t forget that every driver is someone’s family member or friend.

Three Steps to Regain Control

If you find that you are becoming aggravated or are choosing unsafe, aggressive behaviors, try using these three steps:

1. Reflect. Ask yourself: “Why am I feeling this way or choosing this behavior?  Is this something I can control?”

2. Reframe the situation. Create a more positive and safe situation. For example: “It could be worse.”

3. Refocus. Think about something else, not the situation(s) that are causing you stress.
Summary

In this session, you learned how to:

· Identify the personal benefits of using occupant protection systems.

· Explain the affects of alcohol and other drugs on driving ability.

· Identify physical and mental driver conditions that may affect driving ability.

· List techniques you can use to maintain control in adverse driving situations.

