Driven to Distraction
LOSING FOCUS IN THE FAST LANE CAN BE FATAL.
GUELPH RESEARCHER LANA TRICK IS SEARCHING FOR WAYS
TO HELP KEEP TOMORROW'S DRIVERS ON TRACK.

It can happen so fast.

You sneak a second look at that fetching model on
the billboard. You check that incoming number on your
cell. You squint at the GPS for that next turn. You—

And bam. It’s over. All that’s left to say is: “Honestly
officer, I just didn’t see it!”

Lana Trick knows better than most how distraction
can lead to accidents. But it’s not because she’s a bad
driver. Dr. Trick is a psychologist at the University of
Guelph, and she’s exploring ways to reduce the risk of
collision by improving the driving i
environment inside tomorrow’s cars. l

Using a sophisticated simulator built

¢ improved driving safety

inside and outside the car. And what she’s learning could
very well shape the way you interact with your next ride.

Her findings challenge, for example, the commonly
accepted design rule that any secondary task in a car—
tuning the radio, checking the GPS—should take no
longer than a total of 15 seconds. “We found that while
time-on-task predicted some aspects of collision risk, it
didn’t predict others. This highlights the need for those
involved in the design of controls to use several criteria
rather than relying only on the 15-second rule.”

Looking ahead to new collision-
avoidance technologies, Dr. Trick and her

team are also experimenting with warning
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around the body of a Saturn sedan, Dr.
Trick and her colleagues can duplicate a

wide range of distracting conditions both
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systems—auditory and visual—for
alerting drivers to upcoming obstacles. In

true Canadian fashion, the researchers



have dubbed the project the “moose
detector.”

“There’s no way I could
investigate any of these things
without a driving simulator,”
says Dr. Trick, commenting
on the Trust’s

University
of Guelph

investment in her
research. “For one
thing,” she adds wryly, “it’s
tricky to get a moose to volunteer. And it’s very hard on
the drivers—and the moose—when an experiment
doesn’t work out.”

Dr. Trick and her colleagues are also using the

simulator to look at driving challenges for particular age
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groups. One project is focusing on the effects of ADHD
medications on young drivers. Another is assessing

the impact of in-car
navigation systems on
drivers over 65.
Findings so far indicate
that they’re no more
distracted by audio and

video cues than their

younger counterparts.
There’s a bottom-
line to almost all the
research. “Cognitive
distraction contributes
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Trick unequivocally.
“You can be looking
right at the road with
both hands on the
wheel and still crash into things that are right in front of

your eyes.”
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