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Thanks to a significant amount 
of research and promotion, 
the AAOS has increased 

Americans’ awareness that dis-
tracted driving is causing crashes, 
injuries, and even deaths. It’s an 
important public safety issue that 
the AAOS has championed for 
more than 5 years. In 2015, the 
Academy expanded its injury pre-
vention efforts to include distracted 
walking—pedestrians focused on 
their cell phones, bopping to the 
music in their ear buds, or other-
wise not paying attention to their 
surroundings. As a result, they may 
fall down stairs, trip over curbs or 
other streetscapes, and, in some 
instances, step into traffic—sus-
taining cuts, bruises, sprains, and 
fractures.

The Academy’s “Digital Dead-
walkers” public service announce-
ment (PSA) campaign includes 
television and radio advertisements 
that humorously but effectively 
highlight what can happen when 
people talk, text, listen to music, or 
focus on anything or anyone other 
than getting where they need to 
go. Introduced in 2015, the cam-
paign will air through the end of 
this year. To date, the PSAs have 
reached more than 723 million 
viewers and listeners.

Although the PSAs are raising 
awareness of the distracted walk-
ing issue, the AAOS Communica-
tions Cabinet thought that a lack 
of information and understanding 
about American perceptions and 
behaviors related to distracted 
walking were potentially limiting 
their impact.

We know that emergency depart-
ment visits for pedestrian injuries 
involving a cell phone more than 
doubled between 2004 and 2010, 
according to a study appearing 
in the journal Accident Analy-
sis & Prevention. We also know 
that distracted pedestrians may 
have been a contributing factor in 
the 4,200 pedestrian deaths and 
70,000 injuries in traffic crashes in 
2010, according to the National 
Highway Transportation Safety 
Administration. 

But who is walking distracted? 
What do Americans think about 
distracted walking? Is it a serious 
issue? And if so, why are pedes-
trians not more focused on their 
surroundings and the task of safely 
getting to where they need to go? 

Research: The first step
To learn more, the Academy com-
missioned a study involving 2,000 
respondents nationally, and an-
other 500 in each of the following 
cities: New York, Los Angeles, 
Chicago, Philadelphia, Houston, 
Phoenix, Atlanta, and Seattle. The 
study was conducted by Ipsos Pub-
lic Affairs during October 2015. The 
research revealed some surprising 
results (Fig. 1).

Although 78 percent of U.S. 
adults believe that distracted 
walking is a “serious” issue, three-
quarters of them say it is “other 
people” who walk distracted. Only 
29 percent of respondents admitted 
that they personally are distracted 
walkers. And the sense of “it’s not 
me, it’s you” cuts across a range 
of distracted walking behaviors, as 
the following statistics show:
• 90 percent of respondents say

they see walkers talking on the
phone (37 percent admit doing
so themselves)

• 88 percent say others are engag-
ing in conversation (75 percent
say they do so as well)

• 88 percent say others are listen-
ing to music (but only 34 percent
do it themselves).

• 85 percent say distracted walk-
ers are using a smartphone (yet
just 28 percent admit doing so
themselves)

• 64 percent say others are gener-
ally “zoning out” (38 percent
say they also do so)
Despite the obvious risks associ-

ated with distracted walking, as 
many believe it is embarrassing as 
admit it is dangerous (46 percent). 
Furthermore, 31 percent of re-
spondents say distracted walking is 
“something I’m likely to do” and 
22 percent think distracted walking 
is “funny,” according to the study. 

Nearly 4 out of 10 Americans 
say they have personally witnessed 
a distracted walking incident, and 
just over a quarter (26 percent) 
say they have been in an incident 
themselves. Research revealed the 
following:
• Of those injured, women age

55 and older are most likely to
sustain serious injuries, while
Millennials, ages 18 to 34, are
least likely to be injured in a
distracted walking incident, ac-
cording to the survey, despite the
higher rates of distracted walk-
ing incidents among them.

• The perceptions of distracted
walking also differ by genera-
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Fig. 1 An infographic calls attention to the results of an AAOS-commissioned survey on distracted 
walking.
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