
Teens and Distracted Driving
Texting, talking and other uses of the 
cell phone behind the wheel

November 16, 2009

Mary Madden, Senior Research Specialist
Amanda Lenhart, Senior Research Specialist

View Online:
http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2009/Teens-and-Distracted-Driving.aspx

Pew Internet & American Life Project
An initiative of the Pew Research Center
1615 L St., NW – Suite 700
Washington, D.C. 20036
202-419-4500 | pewinternet.org

http://pewinternet.org/Experts/Mary-Madden.aspx
http://pewinternet.org/Experts/Amanda-Lenhart.aspx
http://pewinternet.org/Reports/2009/Teens-and-Distracted-Driving.aspx
http://pewresearch.org/
http://pewinternet.org/


Overview

•	 75%	of	all	American	teens	ages	12-17	own	a	cell	phone,	and	66%	use	their	phones	to	
send	or	receive	text	messages.

•	 Older	teens	are	more	likely	than	younger	teens	to	have	cell	phones	and	use	text	mes-
saging;	82%	of	teens	ages	16-17	have	a	cell	phone	and	76%	of	that	cohort	are	cell	
texters.

•	 One	in	three	(34%)	texting	teens	ages	16-17	say	they	have	texted	while	driving.	That	
translates	into	26%	of	all	American	teens	ages	16-17.

•	 Half	(52%)	of	cell-owning	teens	ages	16-17	say	they	have	talked	on	a	cell	phone	while	
driving.	That	translates	into	43%	of	all	American	teens	ages	16-17.

•	 48%	of	all	teens	ages	12-17	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	was	texting.

•	 40%	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	used	a	cell	phone	in	a	way	that	put	
themselves	or	others	in	danger.

Introduction
As	early	as	2006,	and	well	before	texting	had	become	mainstream	in	the	U.S.,	the	Pew	Research	
Center’s	Internet	&	American	Life	Project	reported	that	more	than	a	quarter	of	adult	cell	phone	
owners	felt	their	cell	phone	had	at	some	point	compromised	their	driving	ability.	In	the	survey,	
28%	admitted	they	sometimes	did	not	drive	as	safely	as	they	should	while	using	their	mobile	
devices.1

Over	time,	cell	phones	have	become	increasingly	important	fixtures	in	Americans’	lives	and	
public	concern	over	their	use	while	driving	has	grown.2	At	the	time	of	the	2006	survey,	just	35%	
of	adult	cell	phone	owners	said	they	used	the	text	messaging	feature	on	their	phones.	By	April	
2009,	the	use	of	text	messaging	by	cell	phone	owners	had	nearly	doubled	to	65%.3

Several	states	including	California,	Connecticut	and	Oregon	have	already	passed	laws	to	ban	all	
texting	or	talking	with	a	handheld	phone	while	driving,	and	the	Senate	is	now	considering	a	bill	

1	Lee	Rainie	and	Scott	Keeter,	“Americans	and	their	cell	phones,”	Pew	Internet	&	American	Life	Project,	April	3,	2006.	Available	
at:	http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2006/Americans-and-their-cell-phones.aspx

2	Marjorie	Connelly,	“Many	in	U.S.	Want	Texting	at	the	Wheel	to	Be	Illegal,”	The New York Times,	November	1,	2009.	Available	
at:	http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/02/technology/02textingside.html

3	John	Horrigan,	“Wireless	Internet	Use,”	Pew	Internet	&	American	Life	Project,	July	22,	2009.	Available	at:	http://www.pewin-
ternet.org/Reports/2009/12-Wireless-Internet-Use.aspx	Additional	note:	Both	the	2006	and	2009	surveys	were	dual	frame,	
interviewing	respondents	via	landlines	and	cell	phones.
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that	would	provide	federal	funding	to	states	that	enact	similar	laws.4	In	September	2009	U.S.	
Transportation	Secretary	Ray	LaHood	convened	policy	makers,	safety	advocates,	law	enforce-
ment	representatives	and	academics	to	address	the	risk	of	text-messaging	and	other	“distracted	
driving”	behavior.	At	the	conclusion	of	the	summit,	Secretary	LaHood	announced	an	executive	
order	from	President	Obama	that	forbids	federal	workers	from	texting	while	driving	government	
vehicles	or	their	own	vehicles	while	on	the	job.5

The highest incidence of distracted driving 
occurs in the under-20 age group

According	to	the	latest	research	from	the	National	Highway	Traffic	Safety	Administration,	in	
2008	alone,	there	were	5,870	fatalities	and	an	estimated	515,000	people	were	injured	in	police-
reported	crashes	in	which	at	least	one	form	of	driver	distraction	was	reported.	Distractions	
among	young	drivers	are	of	particular	concern,	as	the	highest	incidence	of	distracted	driving	
occurs	in	the	under-20	age	group.6

New	research	released	in	July	2009	by	the	Virginia	Tech	Transportation	Institute	(VTTI)	examines	
a	variety	of	tasks	that	draw	drivers’	eyes	away	from	the	roadway	and	suggests	that	text	messag-
ing	on	a	cell	phone	is	associated	with	the	highest	risk	among	all	cell	phone-related	tasks	ob-
served	among	drivers.7	The	VTTI	has	also	noted	that	teen	drivers	are	generally	at	a	much	higher	
crash	risk	when	compared	to	other	drivers,	but	there	is	a	gap	in	understanding	to	what	extent	
specific	behaviors	and	relative	lack	of	driving	experience	may	contribute	to	this	elevated	risk.	An	
18-month	study	of	newly-licensed	teen	drivers	is	currently	underway	to	further	examine	these	
factors.8

Research	conducted	at	the	University	of	Utah’s	Applied	Cognition	Laboratory	over	the	past	
decade	further	problematizes	cell	phone	use	in	the	car	and	suggests	that	talking	on	a	cell	phone	
while	driving	impairs	driving	ability	in	ways	that	conversing	with	a	person	in	the	car	does	not.9	
For	more	information	on	the	body	of	research	around	distracted	driving,	please	see	the	Re-
sources	section	at	the	end	of	this	report.

4	Kim	Geiger,	“Support	in	Senate	for	cellphone	driving	ban,”	Los Angeles Times,	October	14,	2009.	Available	at:	http://www.
latimes.com/news/nationworld/nation/la-na-distracted-driving14-2009oct14,0,4546212.story

5	Michael	Dresser,	“Don’t	text	while	driving,	Obama	orders	U.S.	workers,”	The Baltimore Sun,	October	2,	2009.	Available	at:	
http://www.baltimoresun.com/features/commuting/bal-md.cm.text02oct02,0,6244619.story

6	Debra	Ascone,	Tonja	Lindsey,	and	Cherian	Varghese,	“An	Examination	of	Driver	Distraction	as	Recorded	in	NHTSA	Databases,”	
Data	Reporting	and	Information	Division,	National	Center	for	Statistics	and	Analysis,	NHTSA,	September	2009.	Available	at:	
http://www.nhtsa.dot.gov/

7		Sherri	Box,	“New	data	from	Virginia	Tech	Transportation	Institute	provides	insight	into	cell	phone	use	and	driving	distraction,”	
VTTI,	July	29,	2009.	Available	at:	http://www.vtnews.vt.edu/story.php?relyear=2009&itemno=571

8		VTTI	In	the	News:	http://www.vtti.vt.edu/news.html

9		See	Strayer,	D.L.	and	Johnston,	W.A.,	(2001),	Strayer,	D.L.	Drews,	F.A.,	and	Crouch,	D.J.	(2003)	and	Drews,	F.A.,	Pasupathi,	M.	
and	Strayer,	D.L.	(2008)	The	findings	from	these	studies	assert	that	talking	on	a	cell	phone	while	driving	results	in	“inattention	
blindness,”	slower	reaction	times	and	other	impairments	of	driving	skills	that	are	similar	to	driving	while	intoxicated.	For	these	
papers	and	others,	see	http://www.psych.utah.edu/AppliedCognitionLab/
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Teens who text and talk while driving
Over	the	summer	of	2009,	the	Pew	Research	Center’s	Internet	&	American	Life	Project	con-
ducted	a	survey	of	800	teens	ages	12-17	asking	about	their	experiences	with	cell	phone	use	in	
cars.	All	of	the	teens	in	our	survey	were	asked	about	their	experiences	as	passengers,	and	if	they	
were	16	or	older	and	have	a	cell	phone,	they	were	also	asked	about	their	own	actions	behind	
the	wheel.	Additionally,	the	
Project	and	the	University	of	
Michigan	conducted	9	focus	
groups	with	teens	ages	12-18	
between	June	and	October	
2009	where	the	topic	of	driv-
ing	and	mobile	phones	was	
addressed.

Fully	75%	of	all	American	
teens	ages	12-17	now	own	
a	cell	phone,	and	66%	use	
their	phones	to	send	or	
receive	text	messages.	Older	
teens	are	more	likely	than	
younger	teens	to	have	cell	
phones	and	use	text	messag-
ing;	82%	of	teens	ages	16-17	
have	a	cell	phone	and	76%	
text.

Overall,	34%	of	teen	texters	
ages	16-17	say	they	have	
texted	while	driving.	That	
translates	into	26%	of	all	
American	teens	ages	16-17.

Boys	and	girls	are	equally	
likely	to	report	texting	be-
hind	the	wheel;	34%	of	each	
group	say	they	have	used	
text	messaging	while	driving.	
At	the	same	time,	texting	at	
the	wheel	is	less	common	
than	having	a	conversation	on	the	phone	while	driving.	Looking	at	teens	ages	16-17	who	have	a	
cell	phone,	52%	say	they	have	talked	on	a	cell	phone	while	driving.	That	translates	into	43%	of	
all	American	teens	ages	16-17.
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However,	it	is	important	to	note	that	some	of	these	teens	may	use	hands-free	devices	or	a	
speakerphone	function	with	their	cell	phones.	This	survey	did	not	include	questions	to	differ-
entiate	between	conversations	with	handheld	phones	and	those	that	took	place	with	the	assis-
tance	of	a	hands-free	device	or	phone	feature.

Indeed,	in	focus	groups	and	written	surveys	conducted	in	partnership	with	the	University	of	
Michigan,	some	teens	told	us	that	they	draw	a	line	between	conversations	and	texting,	while	
others	expressed	concern	over	any	activity	that	takes	the	driver’s	eyes	off	the	road.	One	middle	
school-aged	girl	wrote:	“I’m	very	concerned	because	to	me	it’s	not	too	safe	to	drive	and	text	or	
talk	(…)	because	you’re	looking	down	in	order	to	read	it	or	text	back.”

Likewise,	one	middle	school-aged	boy	wrote:	“I	do	worry	about	it	because	what	if	you’re	driving	
and	not	paying	attention	to	the	road	you	can	hit	someone	or	make	them	hit	you.”	

One	9th-10th	grade	boy	
said,	“People	texting	wor-
ries	me	more	than	people	
calling	people,	because	
texting	is	more	distracting	
than	talking	on	the	phone	
because	you	can	pay	more	
attention	to	the	road	when	
talking	than	texting.”

The	teens	in	our	focus	
groups	who	said	they	texted	
while	driving	reported	a	
variety	of	motivations	for	
their	behavior,	including	
the	need	to	report	their	
whereabouts	to	friends	and	
parents,	getting	directions	
and	flirting	with	significant	
others.	Teens	also	told	of	
a	variety	of	practices	they	
use	to	try	to	increase	safety	
while	still	maintaining	the	
ability	to	text	in	the	car.	
Some	felt	as	though	they	
could	safely	manage	a	quick	
exchange	of	texts	while	the	
car	was	stopped.	One	high	
school-aged	boy	shared	
that	he	would	text	“only	at	
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a	stop	sign	or	light	but	if	it’s	a	call	they	have	to	wait	or	I’ll	hand	it	to	my	brother	or	whoever	is	
next	to	me.”	

Others	told	of	holding	the	phone	up	to	keep	their	eyes	simultaneously	on	the	road	and	the	
phone.	“I	try	not	to,	but	at	a	red	light,	it’s	a	lot	easier”	said	one	high	school	boy.	“And	if	I	do	text	
while	I’m	driving,	I	usually	try	to	keep	the	phone	up	near	the	windshield,	so	if	someone	is	brak-
ing	in	front	of	me	or	stops	short,	I’m	not	going	to	be	looking	down	and	hit	them.”	

Some	teens	explained	other	methods	for	handling	calls	or	texts	while	on	the	road	“Most	of	my	
friends	give	me	their	phones	to	text	for	them	and	read	their	texts,	so	the	driver	doesn’t	do	it	
themselves,”	wrote	one	older	high	school	girl.

One high-school aged boy said he thinks texting 
while driving is “fine,” adding, “I wear sunglasses 

so the cops don’t see [my eyes looking down].”

Other	teens	were	more	blasé	about	texting	in	the	car.	Said	one	high-school	aged	boy:	“I	think	
it’s	fine…And	I	wear	sunglasses	so	the	cops	don’t	see	[my	eyes	looking	down].”	Likewise,	anoth-
er	high	school-aged	girl	wrote	that	she	texts	“all	the	time,”	and	that	“everybody	texts	while	they	
drive	(…)	like	when	I’m	driving	by	myself	I’ll	call	people	or	text	them	‘cause	I	get	bored.”	One	
older	high	school-aged	boy	explained	that	he	limits	his	texting	while	driving	only	if	his	parents	
are	around:	“I’m	fine	with	it,	just	not	with	my	mom	and	dad	in	the	car.	Like	when	I’m	with	my	
brother,	I	do	it.”

Teens	did	make	a	distinction	between	reading	text	messages	and	sending	them.	“There’s	a	dif-
ference,	I	think,”	said	one	older	high	school	boy.	“Because	just	reading	a	text	isn’t	that	bad,	it’s	
just	reading	and	then	moving	on.	If	you’re	texting,	it’s	going	to	take	more	time	when	you’re	sup-
posed	to	be	driving,	and	that’s	when	most	people	get	in	accidents.”

They	also	made	a	distinction	between	placing	and	answering	calls	on	the	phone	in	the	car	and	
sending	and	receiving	text	messages.	“It’s	different	because	texting	you	mostly	have	to	look	
down,”	said	one	middle	school	boy.	“[While]	calling	you’re	still	mostly	focused	but	you	could	
get	into	conversations	and	not	be	aware	of	what’s	going	on	and	stuff.”	Another	high	school	boy	
wrote:	“It	depends	on	what	the	driver	is	doing	-texting	or	calling.	If	he’s	texting,	to	me	that’s	a	
dangerous	thing.	If	the	driver	is	using	the	phone	to	chat	with	people,	I	am	worried,	but	if	he	or	
she	uses	the	phone	[in]	an	emergency,	I’m	not	worried	as	much.”

Distracted drivers with teens as passengers
Among	all	teens	ages	12-17,	48%	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	was	texting.	The	
older	teens	in	our	sample	reported	a	higher	incidence	of	this	experience;	while	32%	of	teens	
ages	12-13	say	they	have	been	passengers	in	a	car	while	the	driver	was	texting	at	the	wheel,	
55%	of	those	ages	14-17	report	this.	Looking	only	at	those	who	are	of	driving	age—16	and	17	
year-olds—the	rate	jumps	to	64%.	
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In	a	separate	question,	teens	ages	12-17	were	asked	if	they	had	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	
used	the	cell	phone	in	a	way	that	put	themselves	or	others	in	danger.	Four	in	ten	teens	(40%)	
said	they	had	been	in	a	risky	situation	like	this.	Younger	teens	ages	12-13	are	generally	less	likely	
to	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	with	a	driver	who	used	a	cell	phone	in	a	dangerous	way;	34%	
report	this,	compared	with	42%	of	those	ages	14-17.	Teens	of	driving	age	(16-17)	are	the	most	
likely	to	report	this	experience;	48%	have	been	a	passenger	in	a	car	with	a	driver	who	used	a	cell	
phone	in	a	risky	way.	

However,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	survey	question	wording	does	not	identify	the	age	of	
the	distracted	driver.	The	teens	who	were	interviewed	in	the	phone	survey	could	be	reporting	
experiences	as	passengers	with	adult	drivers	or	other	teen	drivers.	Indeed,	as	noted	above,	in	
the	focus	group	setting,	many	teens	relayed	accounts	of	their	parents	or	other	adult	relatives	
texting	and	talking	while	driving.	While	this	was	cause	for	concern	for	some,	others	felt	that	
their	parents	and	others	were	“good	drivers”	who	could	manage	their	phones	safely.

“[My dad] drives like he’s drunk. His phone is just like 
sitting right in front of his face, and he puts his knees on 

the bottom of the steering wheel and tries to text.” 

When	asked	whether	he	had	any	concerns	about	safety	when	a	driver	uses	the	phone,	one	
middle	school-aged	boy	wrote:	“I	am	concerned	because	when	my	mom	drives	she	talks	on	the	
phone	a	lot	so	she	is	still	alert	but	she	can	get	kind	of	dangerous.”	Another	9th/10th	grade	boy	
said	“Yeah	[my	dad]	he	drives	like	he’s	drunk.	His	phone	is	just	like	sitting	right	in	front	of	his	
face,	and	he	puts	his	knees	on	the	bottom	of	the	steering	wheel	and	tries	to	text.”	

The	frequency	of	teens	reporting	parent	cell	phone	use	behind	the	wheel	in	our	focus	groups	
was	striking,	and	suggested	that,	in	many	cases,	texting	while	driving	is	a	family	affair.	When	one	
middle	school-aged	boy	was	asked	how	often	he	was	in	a	moving	vehicle	when	the	driver	sends	
a	text	message,	he	replied:	“All	the	time.	My	mom,	sister	or	brother	will	sit	behind	the	wheel	
the	whole	time	and	just	text	away.”	Similarly,	a	middle	school	girl	told	us:	“My	uncle	will	drive	
and	text	while	he	is	driving	–	he	will	text	no	matter	where	he	is.”

“I don’t really get worried because everyone does it,” one 
middle school-aged girl wrote. “And when my mother 

is texting and driving I don’t really make a big deal 
because we joke around with her about it”

Other	teen	respondents	referred	to	their	parents’	use	of	the	phone	while	driving	as	part	of	a	
larger	societal	norm.	One	middle	school-aged	girl	wrote:	“I	don’t	really	get	worried	because	
everyone	does	it.	And	when	my	mother	is	texting	and	driving	I	don’t	really	make	a	big	deal	be-
cause	we	joke	around	with	her	about	it	(cuz	she’s	a	crazy	driver)	but	we	don’t	take	it	so	serious.”

Texting	was	not	the	only	cause	for	concern	among	the	teens	who	participated	in	our	focus	
groups.	We	also	heard	about	the	distractions	of	drivers	trying	to	access	Global	Positioning	Sys-
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tem	(GPS)	information	while	cars	were	in	motion.	And	some	teens	cited	other	applications	avail-
able	on	smartphones	that	take	the	driver’s	eyes	off	the	road.	“My	dad,	he	wasn’t	really	texting,	
but	when	he	drives,	he	has	a	GPS	on	his	Blackberry,	so	when	he’s	driving,	he	looks	down	at	his	
phone”	said	one	middle	school	boy,	“…so	it’s	like	the	same	[as]	being	distracted	from	the	road.	
My	mom	always	gets	on	him	about	how	it’s	unsafe	and	stuff.”

However,	many	of	the	teens	we	spoke	with	relayed	experiences	as	passengers	being	driven	by	
other	young	drivers.	One	young	high	school	girl	wrote	about	how	often	she’s	a	passenger	with	
drivers	who	text:	“Every	time	I	leave	to	go	somewhere	with	my	brother	or	sister	and	my	friends.	
Every	time!”	Another	high	school	age	girl	wrote:	“My	sister	does	it	despite	my	mother’s	warn-
ings,	so	does	my	brother	and	my	friends	despite	my	warnings.”

Teen texters are more likely than non-texters to be a 
passenger of a distracted driver.
Teens	ages	12-17	who	use	text	messaging	report	a	higher	incidence	of	being	passengers	when	
the	driver	is	texting	or	otherwise	using	the	cell	phone	in	a	dangerous	way.	Among	all	teen	tex-
ters,	58%	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	while	the	driver	was	texting.	That	compares	with	just	28%	
of	non-texting	teens.	Similarly,	44%	of	texting	teens	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	
was	using	a	cell	phone	in	a	way	that	put	themselves	or	others	in	danger,	while	31%	of	non-tex-
ting	teens	have	had	this	experience.
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Older	texting	teens	ages	16-17	are	even	more	likely	to	be	in	the	company	of	drivers	who	use	
their	cell	phones	while	at	the	wheel.	Fully	73%	of	texting	teens	ages	16-17	have	been	in	a	car	
when	the	driver	was	texting.	Half	(52%)	say	they	have	been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	used	a	cell	
phone	in	a	dangerous	way.

“I’ll snatch the phone out of your hands – don’t be driving 
in the car with me and doing that,” one high school boy said. 

“I want to live until the end of this car ride.”

Teens	in	our	focus	groups	had	a	variety	of	responses	to	these	situations	–	some	were	adamant	
and	angry	about	being	endangered.	One	high	school	boy	was	asked	about	riding	with	drivers	
who	text:	“Not	if	they	know	what’s	good	for	them.	I’ll	snatch	the	phone	out	of	your	hands	–	
don’t	be	driving	in	the	car	with	me	and	doing	that…I	want	to	live	until	the	end	of	this	car	ride.”	

Others	were	less	concerned:	“It	doesn’t	really	bother	me,”	wrote	one	high	school	boy,	“I’ve	
made	and	received	calls	almost	every	time	I’ve	driven.”	Another	high	school	boy	wrote:	“I	worry	
about	if	they	can	do	it.	If	they	know	what	they’re	doing	and	looking	up	every	second.	I	usually	
watch	the	road	when	it	happens	and	tell	them	if	they’re	going	off	the	road	or	something.	I	don’t	
really	care	though.”

Resources for further information

Below	are	links	to	research	groups	cited	in	this	document	as	well	as	other	sites	that	present	
more	exhaustive	looks	at	relevant	research	and	resources	on	distracted	driving.

•	 The	National	Safety	Council	has	produced	a	recent	list	of	relevant	research	at	http://
www.nsc.org/safety_road/Distracted_Driving/Pages/KeyResearch.aspx#cognitive.		

•	 University	of	Utah’s	Applied	Cognition	Laboratory’s	website	lists	all	their	relevant	re-
search	since	2001.	http://www.psych.utah.edu/AppliedCognitionLab/

•	 Virginia	Tech	Transportation	Institute’s	Center	for	Automotive	Safety	Research	is	con-
ducting	a	safety	study	of	newly	licensed	teen	drivers.	http://www.vtti.vt.edu/casr.html	

•	 A	listing	of	resources,	rants	and	research	around	distracted	driving	from	NPR	and	Car	
Talk:	http://www.cartalk.com/content/features/Distraction/	

•	 Clearinghouse	for	state-based	laws	around	distracted	driving	as	well	as	education	and	
awareness	raising	materials	around	texting	and	driving:	http://txtresponsibly.org/	
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About the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American 
Life Project
The	Pew	Research	Center’s	Internet	&	American	Life	Project	is	one	of	seven	projects	that	make	
up	the	Pew	Research	Center,	a	nonpartisan,	nonprofit	“fact	tank”	that	provides	information	on	
the	issues,	attitudes	and	trends	shaping	America	and	the	world.	The	Project	produces	reports	
exploring	the	impact	of	the	internet	on	families,	communities,	work	and	home,	daily	life,	educa-
tion,	health	care,	and	civic	and	political	life.	The	Project	aims	to	be	an	authoritative	source	on	
the	evolution	of	the	internet	through	surveys	that	examine	how	Americans	use	the	internet	and	
how	their	activities	affect	their	lives.

The	Pew	Internet	Project	takes	no	positions	on	policy	issues	related	to	the	internet	or	other	
communications	technologies.	It	does	not	endorse	technologies,	industry	sectors,	companies,	
nonprofit	organizations,	or	individuals.

Methodology
This	report	is	based	on	the	findings	of	a	telephone	survey	on	teens’	and	parents’	use	of	mobile	
phones	and	9	focus	groups	conducted	in	4	U.S.	cities	between	June	and	October	2009	with	
teens	between	the	ages	of	12	and	18.	The	quantitative	results	in	this	report	are	based	on	data	
from	telephone	interviews	conducted	by	Princeton	Survey	Research	International	between	June	
26	and	September	24,	2009,	among	a	sample	of	800	teens	ages	12-17	and	a	parent	or	guard-
ian.		For	results	based	on	the	total	sample,	one	can	say	with	95%	confidence	that	the	error	
attributable	to	sampling	and	other	random	effects	is	plus	or	minus	3.8	percentage	points	for	the	
complete	set	of	weighted	data.		In	addition	to	sampling	error,	question	wording	and	practical	
difficulties	in	conducting	telephone	surveys	may	introduce	some	error	or	bias	into	the	findings	
of	opinion	polls.

A	combination	of	landline	and	cellular	random	digit	dial	(RDD)	samples	was	used	to	represent	
all	teens	and	their	parents	in	the	continental	United	States	who	have	access	to	either	a	landline	
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or	cellular	telephone.	Both	samples	were	provided	by	Survey	Sampling	International,	LLC	(SSI)	
according	to	PSRAI	specifications.

Numbers	for	the	landline	sample	were	selected	with	probabilities	in	proportion	to	their	share	of	
listed	telephone	households	from	active	blocks	(area	code	+	exchange	+	two-digit	block	num-
ber)	that	contained	three	or	more	residential	directory	listings.	The	cellular	sample	was	not	list-
assisted,	but	was	drawn	through	a	systematic	sampling	from	dedicated	wireless	100-blocks	and	
shared	service	100-blocks	with	no	directory-listed	landline	numbers.

Interviews	were	conducted	from	June	26	to	September	24,	2009.	As	many	as	7	attempts	were	
made	to	contact	and	interview	a	parent	at	every	sampled	telephone	number.	After	the	parent	
interview,	an	additional	7	calls	were	made	to	interview	an	eligible	teen.	Sample	was	released	
for	interviewing	in	replicates,	which	are	representative	subsamples	of	the	larger	sample.	Using	
replicates	to	control	the	release	of	sample	ensures	that	complete	call	procedures	are	followed	
for	the	entire	sample.	Calls	were	staggered	over	times	of	day	and	days	of	the	week	to	maximize	
the	chance	of	making	contact	with	potential	respondents.	Each	telephone	number	received	at	
least	one	daytime	call	in	an	attempt	to	find	someone	at	home.	

Contact	procedures	were	slightly	different	for	the	landline	and	cell	samples.	For	the	landline	
sample,	interviewers	first	determined	if	the	household	had	any	12	to	17	year-old	residents.	
Households	with	no	teens	were	screened-out	as	ineligible.	In	eligible	households,	interviewers	
first	conducted	a	short	parent	interview	with	either	the	father/male	guardian	or	mother/female	
guardian.	The	short	parent	interview	asked	some	basic	household	demographic	questions	as	
well	as	questions	about	a	particular	teen	in	the	household	(selected	at	random	if	more	than	one	
teen	lived	in	the	house.)	

For	the	cell	phone	sample,	interviews	first	made	sure	that	respondents	were	in	a	safe	place	to	
talk	and	that	they	were	speaking	with	an	adult.	Calls	made	to	minors	were	screened-out	as	in-
eligible.	If	the	person	was	not	in	a	safe	place	to	talk	a	callback	was	scheduled.	Interviewers	then	
asked	if	any	12	to	17	year	olds	lived	in	their	household.	Cases	where	no	teens	lived	in	the	house-
hold	were	screened-out	as	ineligible.	If	there	was	an	age-eligible	teen	in	the	household,	the	
interviewers	asked	if	the	person	on	the	cell	phone	was	a	parent	of	the	child.	Those	who	were	
parents	went	on	to	complete	the	parent	interview.	Thos	who	were	not	parents	were	screened-
out	as	ineligible.	

For	both	samples,	after	the	parent	interview	was	complete	an	interview	was	completed	with	
the	target	child.	Data	was	kept	only	if	the	child	interview	was	completed.

Weighting	is	generally	used	in	survey	analysis	to	compensate	for	patterns	of	nonresponse	that	
might	bias	results.	The	interviewed	sample	was	weighted	to	match	national	parameters	for	both	
parent	and	child	demographics.	The	parent	demographics	used	for	weighting	were:	sex;	age;	
education;	race;	Hispanic	origin;	and	region	(U.S.	Census	definitions).	The	child	demographics	
used	for	weighting	were	gender	and	age.	These	parameters	came	from	a	special	analysis	of	the	
Census	Bureau’s	2008	Annual	Social	and	Economic	Supplement	(ASEC)	that	included	all	house-
holds	in	the	continental	United	States.	
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Weighting	was	accomplished	using	Sample	Balancing,	a	special	iterative	sample	weighting	pro-
gram	that	simultaneously	balances	the	distributions	of	all	variables	using	a	statistical	technique	
called	the	Deming	Algorithm.	Weights	were	trimmed	to	prevent	individual	interviews	from	
having	too	much	influence	on	the	final	results.	The	use	of	these	weights	in	statistical	analysis	en-
sures	that	the	demographic	characteristics	of	the	sample	closely	approximate	the	demographic	
characteristics	of	the	national	population.	Table	1	compares	weighted	and	unweighted	sample	
distributions	to	population	parameters.

Table 1: Sample Disposition 

Parameter Unweighted Weighted
Census	Region
Northeast 17.8 15.4 17.4
Midwest 21.8 24.6 22.1
South 36.7 36.8 36.9
West 23.7 23.3 23.6

Parent's	Sex
Male 43.7 36.3 42.4
Female 56.3 63.8 57.6

Parent's	Age
LT	35 10.0 11.8 10.2
35-39 19.2 16.6 18.8
40-44 26.4 21.3 25.6
45-49 24.8 26.2 25.2
50-54 13.1 16.0 13.5
55+ 6.4 8.1 6.6

Parent's	Education
Less	than	HS	grad. 13.1 7.5 11.6
HS	grad. 34.9 27.6 35.1
Some	college 23.2 25.0 23.6
College	grad. 28.8 39.9 29.8
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Parent's	Race/Ethnicity
White,	not	Hispanic 63.6 69.5 65.2
Black,	not	Hispanic 11.9 14.8 12.3
Hispanic 18.1 10.0 16.1
Other,	not	Hispanic 6.3 5.8 6.4

Kid's	Sex
Male 50.9 53.6 51.3
Female 49.1 46.4 48.7

Kid's	Age
12 16.7 14.3 16.1
13 16.7 17.0 16.8
14 16.7 15.6 16.6
15 16.7 17.8 16.8
16 16.7 16.3 16.7
17 16.7 19.1 17.0

Table	2	on	the	following	page	reports	the	disposition	of	all	sampled	callback	telephone	numbers	
ever	dialed.	The	response	rate	estimates	the	fraction	of	all	eligible	respondents	in	the	sample	
that	were	ultimately	interviewed.	At	PSRAI	it	is	calculated	by	taking	the	product	of	three	compo-
nent	rates:10

•	 Contact	rate	–	the	proportion	of	working	numbers	where	a	request	for	interview	was	made11	

•	 Cooperation	rate	–	the	proportion	of	contacted	numbers	where	a	consent	for	interview	was	
at	least	initially	obtained,	versus	those	refused	

•	 Completion	rate	–	the	proportion	of	initially	cooperating	and	eligible	interviews	that	agreed	
to	the	child	interview	and	were	completed

Thus	the	response	rate	for	landline	sample	was	14	percent	and	the	response	rate	for	the	cell	
sample	was	11	percent.

10		PSRAI’s	disposition	codes	and	reporting	are	consistent	with	the	American	Association	for	Public	Opinion	Research	standards.

11		PSRAI	assumes	that	75	percent	of	cases	that	result	in	a	constant	disposition	of	“No	answer”	or	“Busy”	are	actually	not	work-
ing	numbers.
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Table 2: Sample Disposition 

Landline Cell 	

95863 39997 T	Total	Numbers	Dialed

5185 619 OF	Non-residential
4147 29 OF	Computer/Fax
59 0 OF	Cell	phone

39588 14290 OF	Other	not	working
6206 1145 UH	Additional	projected	not	

working
40679 23915 Working	numbers
42.4% 59.8% Working	Rate

2069 382 UH	No	Answer	/	Busy
7575 5176 UONC	Voice	Mail
79 11 UONC	Other	Non-Contact

30956 18346 Contacted	numbers
76.1% 76.7% Contact	Rate

2611 3092 UOR	Callback
17958 8644 UOR	Refusal
10387 6610 Cooperating	numbers
33.6% 36.0% Cooperation	Rate

1232 837 IN1	Language	Barrier
1717 IN1	Child's	cell	phone

8142 3426 IN2	No	teen	in	household
1013 630 Eligible	numbers
9.8% 9.5% Eligibility	Rate

260 212 R	Parent	refused	child	interview
209 162 R	Break-off	child	or	parent	
544 256 I	Completes
53.7% 40.6% Completion	Rate

13.7% 11.2% Response	Rate
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The	qualitative	data	comes	from	focus	groups	conducted	by	the	University	of	Michigan	and	the	
Pew	Internet	&	American	Life	Project.	A	total	of	9	focus	groups	conducted	in	4	cities	between	
June	and	October	2009	with	teens	between	the	ages	of	12	and	18.	Three	of	the	groups	were	
co-ed	and	6	were	single	sex	–	3	groups	with	each	sex.	Three	of	the	groups	were	with	middle	
schoolers	and	6	were	with	high	school-aged	students.	Every	effort	was	made	to	secure	a	diverse	
group	of	participants,	with	a	balance	of	teens	from	different	racial	and	ethnic	backgrounds	and	
socio-economic	levels.	All	teens	who	participated	in	the	focus	groups	had	a	cellular	phone.	Par-
ticipants	were	offered	a	cash	incentive	for	participation.	

Each	focus	group	lasted	approximately	90	minutes,	and	included	an	individually	administered	
paper	questionnaire	with	additional	questions	that	was	completed	during	the	90	minute	ses-
sion.	Recruitment	for	the	focus	groups	was	done	by	Resolution	Research	LLC	of	Denver,	Colo-
rado.	Focus	groups	were	moderated	by	Amanda	Lenhart	of	Pew	Internet	and	Scott	Campbell	of	
the	University	of	Michigan,	usually	in	teams	of	two,	with	one	lead	moderator	and	one	secondary	
moderator.	University	of	Michigan	graduate	students	also	attended	the	focus	groups.
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Parent/Teen Cell Phone Survey 2009 Final Revised Topline      10/1/09

Data	for	June	26	–	September	24,	2009

Princeton	Survey	Research	Associates	International	for	the	Pew	Internet	&	American	Life	Project	

Sample:	n=	800	parents	of	12-17	year	olds	(555	parent	landline	interviews	and	245	parent	cell	
phone	interviews)

	 800	teens	ages	12-17

Interviewing	dates:	06.26.09	–	09.24.09

Margin	of	error	is	plus	or	minus	4	percentage	points	for	results	based	on	total	
parents	[n=800]
Margin	of	error	is	plus	or	minus	4	percentage	points	for	results	based	on	total	
teens	[n=800]
Margin	of	error	is	plus	or	minus	4	percentage	points	for	results	based	on	teen	
internet	users	[n=746]
Margin	of	error	is	plus	or	minus	4	percentage	points	for	results	based	on	teen	
cell	phone	users	[n=625]
Margin	of	error	is	plus	or	minus	5	percentage	points	for	results	based	on	teens	
who	text	[n=552]

K45 Have you ever experienced or done any of the following? 
 (First,) have you ever [INSERT IN ORDER]?

YES NO DON’T	
KNOW REFUSED

a. Been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	was	texting 48 52 * *
b. Been	in	a	car	when	the	driver	used	a	cell	phone	in	a	

way	that	put	themselves	or	others	in	danger
40 60 * *

Item C: Based on teens ages 16-17 who use their cell phone to text [N=222]
c. Texted	while	driving 34 66 0 0

Item D: Based on teen cell users ages 16-17 [N=242]
d. Talked	on	a	cell	phone	while	driving 52 48 0 0
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