Car 1infotainment systems
distract even with voice
commands

By Dee-Ann Durbin, AP

DETROIT — Car infotainment systems that use voice commands may
let drivers keep their hands on the wheel, but they’re still
highly distracting.

It takes drivers up to 27 seconds to return to full attention
after using voice commands to make a hands-free call, turn on
the radio or perform other tasks, according to two studies
released this month by the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety.
Traveling at 25 mph, that would equal the length of three
football fields.

The studies, done for AAA by the University of Utah, compared
various voice-operated systems from 2015 model-year vehicles.

Infotainment systems in the Chevrolet Equinox, Buick Lacrosse
and Toyota 4Runner were the least distracting, because they
were more 1intuitive and better at understanding voice
commands. Systems in the Ford Taurus, Chevrolet Malibu,
Volkswagen Passat, Nissan Altima, Chrysler 200 and Hyundai
Sonata performed less well.

The system in the Mazda6 was the most distracting. The
researchers found that Mazda’'s system required multiple steps,
had poor voice detection and took longer to complete tasks. To
select a radio station, users had to say “frequency” and then
the station number.

Practice with the systems didn’'t necessarily help. The 257
research subjects took the cars home for five days, but the
tasks that were difficult on the first day remained difficult
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a few days later, the researchers found.

The least distracting systems still impaired drivers for at
least 15 seconds, the studies said. Older drivers took a
longer time to resume full attention than younger ones.
Researchers measured the return to full attention by timing
participants’ response to a flashing light.

Researchers also studied the level of distraction when drivers
use mobile phones with voice commands. They found Google Now
was more intuitive — and slightly less distracting — than
Apple’s Siri and Microsoft’s Cortana. The phone study had 65
participants.

Joel Cooper, a research assistant professor of psychology at
the university and one of the studies’ authors, said voice
command systems tend to be rigid, forcing drivers to use very
specific commands to do various tasks. Even when drivers use
the right commands, the systems don’t always understand them.
When the systems don’t work, drivers get distracted trying to
diagnose the problem.

“They’re just not good enough,” Cooper told the Associated
Press. “They make a promise that they are a safe alternative,
but they just don’t always function as promised.”

Mazda said a more advanced system that should minimize
distraction is being used in the 2016 Mazda6 and other new
models.

“We’re always looking for new ways to make that interface
between user and machine smoother and more intuitive,” the
company said in a statement.

While these studies focused on hands-free voice command
systems, future studies for AAA will try to compare those
systems to more traditional infotainment systems that require
drivers to use their hands and look down at the dashboard,
Cooper said.



AAA said it is sharing its findings with lawmakers and
government agencies. It urged drivers to be cautious with
voice command systems, even 1if the car is stopped at an
intersection.

“The reality is that mental distractions persist and can
affect driver attention even after the light turns green,”
said AAA President and CEO Marshall Doney.



