
CELL PHONE POLICY 

Q&A  

BACKGROUND 

The Calgary Health Region is 
changing its policy on the use 
of cellular phones while driving. 
Beginning January 1, 2008, all 
Region staff and physicians can no 
longer use cellular phones, PDAs, 
or other wireless devices while 
driving during their workday.

The main reason for this change is the Region’s 
commitment to staff and community safety. It is 
estimated that driver distraction is responsible 
for up to 50 per cent of police-reported traffic 
collisions1. A recent review of research shows  
that PDA and cell phone use are two of the top 
three causes of distraction2. 

Talking on a cell phone while driving is as dangerous 
as driving drunk3. A driver using a cell phone is four 
times more likely to be in a collision and twice as 
likely to rear-end another vehicle2,4,5. When drivers 
are on the phone, they pay less attention to their 
surroundings, take longer to make decisions and 
react slower to road hazards2.

Another reason for the policy change is the Region’s  
focus on employee wellness and healthy working 
environments. Many busy workplaces routinely 
support the use of wireless devices as an effective 
way to manage both work and personal demands. 
Unfortunately, this mind-set tends to increase 
workload, time pressures and mental stress because 
colleagues, employees and clients expect more 
frequent contact. As a result, we are at a higher risk 
for burn-out and fatigue. 

It is not healthy to expect colleagues, employees and 
physicians to cope with difficult discussions or make 
critical decisions while driving. Phone conversations 
related to Calgary Health Region work often involve 
complex, distressing, urgent or emotional content. 

 All Region staff and physicians deserve permission 
to focus their attention on safe driving with as little 
distraction as possible.

DID YOU KNOW
•	 68% of Canadians and 74% of  
	 Albertans support a ban on using cell  
	 phones while driving

•	 Using a cell phone while driving slows 		
	 down your reactions by 20%
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	 Does the policy only apply to the use of cell 	
	 phones issued by the Region?

	 No. The policy applies to the use of any wireless 
	 device while you are performing work duties 
	 and driving. The policy is specific to when you 
	 are making phone calls rather than how you are 
	 ßmaking phone calls. 

	 Does the policy apply to unpaid breaks during 	
	 the work day, like my drive to and from work?

	 No. We strongly encourage you to avoid using 	
	 wireless technology at any time while driving, 	
	 but the Regional policy only applies to paid 	
	 work time. 

	 Why is the Calgary Health Region targeting 	
	 the use of wireless technology when there  
	 are many other distractions that can also  
	 cause collisions?

 	 Any distraction is dangerous. The Region 		
	 strongly encourages staff and physicians to 	
	 avoid other hazardous driving distractions 	
	 such as using an iPod or mp3 player, 	smoking,  
	 reading a map, eating, drinking, and grooming. 

	 However, as a health organization that provides 	
	 cell phones and PDAs to many employees, 	
	 the Region has a direct responsibility to shape 	
	 a culture that promotes and supports the safe 
	 and responsible use of these devices. Other 	
	 forms of driver distraction are outside the 	
	 influence of an employer. We also cannot avoid 
	 or predict certain distractions, such as traffic, 	
	 weather, noisy passengers and personal stress. 

	 How is talking on a cell phone different from 	
	 talking to a passenger?

	 Both are major distractions, but there are 	
	 several reasons why talking on a cell phone is 	
	 riskier than talking to a passenger6.

	 Passengers are aware of your immediate 
	 surroundings. Therefore, they can adapt the flow  
	 of conversation and offer warnings in order to 	
	 prevent collisions. Callers, on the other hand, 	
	 will continue to distract you during unsafe 	
	 conditions because they cannot see 	the dangers 	
	 that surround you. 

There are four different types of driver distraction:  
visual, auditory, cognitive and physical. 

Visual distractions occur frequently and  
include reading billboards, checking a cell phone 
display or looking at a map.

Auditory distractions are sounds or noises  
such as music, conversation and traffic.

Cognitive distractions are mental activities 
such as daydreaming, problem solving and 
concentrating on conversation.

Physical distractions involve touch. They range  
from eating and drinking to adjusting climate 
controls and pushing keys on an electronic device.

When we use a cell phone or PDA, we experience  
all four forms of distraction2. 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

TYPES OF DRIVER DISTRACTION

For more information:
www.calgaryhealthregion.ca/wellness
Coalition for Cell Phone Free Driving: www.cellphonefreedriving.com



•	

	 When you speak with a passenger, you 
	 experience auditory and cognitive distractions 
	 as you listen, respond and concentrate on 		
	 content. When you use a hands-free or hand-held  
	 cell phone, you add visual and physical 			 
	 distractions to locate the device, answer, dial, 		
	 disconnect, look at a screen display or adjust an 		
	 earpiece. 

 	 During a face-to-face conversation, you rely on 		
	 many non-verbal cues to understand the other 		
	 person. While talking on a cell phone, you cannot 	
	 read these cues so you have to focus much 		
	 more attention on the conversation than usual. 		
	 This distracts you from the act of driving.

 	 Finally, if you have a poor cellular connection,  
	 you experience more auditory and cognitive  
	 distraction than you would during a conversation 
	 with a passenger. 

 	 I use a hands-free cell phone while I drive –  
	 is this safer?

	 No. It’s not about freeing up your hands.  
	 At best, the use of a hands-free device may 
	 reduce – not eliminate – the amount of physical 		
	 distraction. Studies of cell phone use and driver 
	 reactions show that hands-free devices do not 
	 improve driving performance when compared to 	
	 hand-held phones7,8,9. The conversation itself 		
	 is the most serious distraction whether you are 		
	 holding the phone or not.

 	 It is also important to note that hands-free 
	 devices make it much easier for drivers to  
	 engage in additional distractions such as eating, 		
	 drinking, smoking, or writing down information 
	 during a phone conversation. This is much riskier 	
	 than a person who is simply holding a phone 		
	 while driving. 

	 Why isn’t it safe to use a cell phone while driving 	
	 on quiet or rural roads?

 	 Approximately 70 per cent of Alberta’s fatal 
	 crashes occur on rural highways10. Traffic and  

	 urban activities are not the only hazards for 
	 drivers to consider. Higher speed, wildlife, 
	 road conditions, reduced visibility, night driving 
	 and weather patterns are just as dangerous.

	 Drivers on quiet or rural roads may have a false 
	 sense of security that could increase their risk of 
	 collision when talking on a cell phone. The  
	 conversation is always the most dangerous 		
	 distraction regardless of the surroundings where 	
	 you are driving.

 	 What if I need my cell phone for roadside safety?

 	 It is a good safety practice to carry a cell phone 		
	 with you in case of vehicle problems, traffic 
	 issues or collisions. However, if you have your 		
	 phone turned on while driving it will distract you 
 	 when it rings – even if you do not answer. It is  
	 safest to turn your phone off before you  
	 start driving. 

 	 How do I manage calls if I am driving for long 		
	 periods of time?

 	 Leave a voicemail message to explain you may  
	 need more time than usual to return phone calls. 	
	 Pull over regularly to a safe location where you 		
	 can stop your vehicle and check messages.  
	 You can then write down important information		
	 and return phone calls before continuing on  
	 your drive.

	 What if I need to leave my cell phone on in case 		
	 someone needs to contact me in an emergency?

	 This is a valid concern. If you can, assign a 
	 distinct ring tone to all callers who might contact 
	 you in an emergency. Change your voicemail 
	 message to let callers know they may not reach		
	 you on the first call because you need time to 
	 drive safely out of traffic. This special ring then  
	 warns you to pay attention to the call.  
	 Emergencies create a lot of stress and  
	 distraction, so it is ideal to stop in a safe location  
	 before addressing an urgent issue. 

For more information:
www.calgaryhealthregion.ca/wellness
Coalition for Cell Phone Free Driving: www.cellphonefreedriving.com
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 	 What if I need to place an emergency call to 911?

	 Any situation that requires a call to 911 also 		
	 involves a lot of distraction due to high levels  
	 of stress and emotion. It is especially important 
	 to stop your vehicle in a safe location before 
	 placing such a call. When possible, ask a 
	 passenger to call 911 for you.

 	 What should I do if my colleagues are concerned 	
	 about my safety when I don’t answer my phone? 

 	 Let colleagues know in advance that you do not 
	 answer your phone while driving. However, when 
	 travelling in poor weather or for long periods of 
	 time, set up a system where you pull out of 
	 traffic regularly to check-in with a colleague. 

	 How do I manage demanding colleagues or 		
	 clients who cannot reach me while I am driving?

 	 Update your voicemail message to explain you 
	 may have missed a call because you are currently 
	 driving a vehicle. When you need to travel for 

	 a long period of time, ask a colleague if you can 
	 leave their name and number on your voicemail		
	 as an alternate contact to help callers while you 		
	 are driving. 

 	 What do I do if I am expecting an important 		
	 phone call while I am driving?

	 The safest action is to pull out of traffic and stop 	
	 your vehicle before you answer the call. If  
	 possible, let important callers know in advance 
	 that you will not answer your phone while 
	 driving – but assure them you will call them back 
	 as soon as you can safely stop your vehicle. 

 	 What do I do if I am going to be late for a 		
	 meeting due to weather or bad traffic?

	 The safest action is to pull out of traffic, stop 		
	 your vehicle and place a call.  
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