A Driving Force: Distracted Driving
by Brian Pratt, Furman Insurance & Bonds

Many roofing professionals continue to be impacted by
an increase in automobile insurance cost due to a substantial rise in frequency and severity of auto claims. Severe
auto losses can expose the assets of a roofing company
if they are not properly managed. We have seen firsthand
with our roofing clients that relatively low-impact (typically rear-end accidents) auto claims reach six and even
seven figure ranges. The main contributor of auto claims
is caused by distracted driving.

What is Distracted Driving?

Any activity that could divert a person’s attention away
from the primary task of driving is considered distracted
driving. All distractions endanger driver, passenger and bystander safety. According to the National Safety Council,

distractions now join alcohol and
speeding as leading factors in fatal and serious injury crashes.
Distracted driving poses significant risk to every roofing
contractor that has employees
who drive both company-owned
and personal vehicles for company business. Common activities
that divert attention from the road
include texting, mobile phone use,
eating or drinking, reaching for an
object, talking with a passenger or
reading navigation systems.
A common misconception about talking on the phone
while driving is that use of a hands-free device is a safe
alternative to holding a phone to your ear. Keep in mind,
hands-free is not risk free! The cognitive distraction of
talking on the phone, the conversation itself, takes your
mind off the task at hand. In addition, a hands-free device does not eliminate cognitive distractions. In fact, a
National Safety Council white paper on the subject of
hands-free devices notes that driving while talking on cell
phones, both handheld and hands-free, increases risk of
injury and property damage crashes fourfold.
According to the National Safety Council, 26 percent
of all vehicle crashes involve mobile phone use including hands-free. Currently, the major focus on distracted
driving is the use of smartphones. Five seconds is the average time you take your eyes off the road while texting.
Traveling at 55 mph, your vehicle will cover a distance of
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80 feet per second. If you are texting while driving at this
speed, you have traveled more than the length of a football field without looking at the road.
According to AAA, distracted driving crashes made up
more than 12 percent of all crashes in Florida in 2015.
More than 45,000 crashes occurred by distracted drivers
in Florida in 2015, resulting in more than 200 fatalities and
more than 39,000 injuries. Nationally in 2014, 3,179 people were killed and 431,000 were injured in motor vehicle
crashes involving distracted drivers. National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) determined texting
and cell phone usage were the leading causes of these
accidents.

What Can Your Business Do?

Most roofing contractors are aware of the inherent
risks of distracted driving and that your business is susceptible to an auto loss from using smartphones while
driving. It’s important to recognize that there are proven
tips to reduce your risk of an auto loss in your company.
Some of these tips are:
■■ Issue a written company policy on avoiding all distractions and cell phone use while driving.
■■ Prohibit the use of cell phones when operating any
vehicle on company business.
■■ Use cell blocking technology for cell phones in companyowned vehicles.
■■Require drivers to be legally
parked if they want to use a cell
phone from their vehicle.
■■Implement a discipline program
for violation of in-vehicle behavior and cell phone policies.
■■Allow voice mail to handle calls.
■■Allow a passenger in the vehicle
to handle calls.
■■Notify callers via voice mail
when employees are driving
that they are not available to
answer the call and will return
calls when it is safe to do so.
■■Encourage employees to inform
regular callers of their driving
schedules and when they are
available to talk.
■■While driving, remind employees to keep their hands on the
wheel and their eyes and minds
on the road.
Although there is no surefire
way to completely safeguard your
business, implementing these expert-proven tips can be one way
of reducing your risk of a claim.
Also, to protect the assets of
your roofing company, we recommend that the formal written
electronic device use policy is
communicated, strictly enforced
and acknowledged by all employees. Because phone and text
records are easily obtainable and
can be tied back to electronic device usage, we recommend a zero
tolerance policy for electronic
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devices while driving a vehicle for company business.
Some insurance carriers base their underwriting criteria on the fleet risk management disciplines that are
enforced to help control potential bodily injury claims.
Insurance companies are looking at new requirements to
be insurable (company phones, devices and policies). A serious automobile accident can expose the balance sheet
of a roofing company and have a dramatic effect on your
workers’ compensation budget from injured employees of
the company.
A workers’ compensation claim can involve medical,
wage loss, impairment, and cause a severe impact on the
workers’ compensation budget for several years into the
future.
The formal written fleet safety program that is acknowledged by every driver should be continuously
monitored and enforced. Whether you have just a few or
several hundred company vehicles, it is critical to manage
the inherent risk associated with company’s drivers and
vehicles. Controlling the use of cell phones by employees
while driving on company business should be taken seriously by all employers. A clear cell phone usage policy
can help prevent accidents. The lack of a clear cell phone
usage policy can create potential allegations that the employer is liable as a result of vicarious liability. Vicarious
liability states that employers may be held legally accountable for the negligent acts of employees committed during
the course of their employment. Employers may also be
found negligent if they fail to put a policy in place for the
safe use of cell phones. This makes it critical for an employer to implement a cell phone policy.
Being proactive and managing your insurance budget

(typically the third most expensive line on a roofing professional’s income statement) will help protect profit
margins and create an advantage in a very competitive
environment.
Some other items for roofing professionals to consider
when initiating a fleet safety program are:
■■ Installing GPS monitoring or some other type of
tracking system in the vehicle to capture speed,
location, etc.
■■ Annual training for drivers, including defensive driver
courses and review of the fleet management safety
program,
■■ Third-party monitoring (“How’s My Driving” stickers)
and a fleet accountability program, which may tie
driver status and vehicle losses to bonuses,
■■ Written driver qualification criteria,
■■ Policy for use of personal vehicles that are being
driven by employees for business purposes. (Hired
auto and non-owned automobile liability coverage),
■■ Policy for use of company vehicles if taken home, and
■■ Accident investigation procedures.
Brian Pratt is a roofing industry advisor for Frank H. Furman
Insurance, Inc. For questions or more information, email
brian@furmaninsurance.com or visit www.furmaninsurance.com.
Resources: National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(NHTSA), AAA, CNA Insurance (The NRCA endorsed program
for roofing professionals)
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