
Dangers of Truck Driver Distraction: How Split-Second Decisions Cause 

Catastrophic Wrecks 

Our Houston truck accident lawyers hold negligent drivers accountable 

Commercial truck drivers need to focus on driving at all times. This is especially true for 

commercial truck drivers in Texas operating fully loaded tractor-trailers, oil tanker trucks, dump 

trucks, or box trucks. 

Unfortunately, many truck drivers don’t pay attention for a variety of reasons, resulting in a 

serious truck accident. Whether it’s an 18-wheeler driver looking up directions on a GPS in 

Dallas or a tanker truck driver in Houston texting behind the wheel, leading to a rollover truck 

crash, all it takes is one small mistake to cause a catastrophic truck collision. 

When this happens, truck accident injury victims need to act fast – to protect their health and 

their legal rights. But what should they do? How does the legal system work in Texas when it 

comes to distracted commercial truck driving accidents? Our Houston truck accident lawyers 

explain what to know. 

Common types of truck driver distractions 

Distracted truck driving can occur in many forms. Even a momentary lapse of focus behind the 

wheel of a large commercial vehicle can lead to a devastating truck accident. Truck drivers face 

constant pressure to meet tight delivery schedules. But that’s no excuse for causing a serious 

truck accident that results in severe injuries or fatalities. 

Distraction is one of the top causes of large truck crashes nationwide, according to the Federal 

Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA). Common types of distractions among 

commercial truck drivers include: 

• Mobile device use – Texting, reading messages, or using dispatch apps diverts both eyes 

and attention from the road. 

• GPS and navigation systems – Entering addresses or adjusting routes while driving 

requires manual and visual input. 

• Eating and drinking – Long-haul drivers frequently eat meals behind the wheel, taking at 

least one hand off the controls. 

• In-cab technology – Adjusting climate controls, radio settings, or electronic logs creates 

brief but dangerous distractions. 

• External distractions – Looking at roadside incidents, billboards, or nearby vehicles can 

cause delayed reactions. 

• Cognitive distraction – Fatigue, stress, or daydreaming can impair reaction time as 

severely as physical distraction. 
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Truck drivers must remain focused at all times. When an 80,000-pound vehicle moves at high 

speed, it can travel the length of a football field in just a few seconds while the driver is not 

looking or paying attention. That is why federal and state regulations in Texas strictly prohibit 

commercial truck drivers from using many electronic devices while driving. 

What makes distracted driving so dangerous for truck drivers? 

Distraction is especially hazardous for commercial truck drivers because the consequences are 

magnified by a vehicle’s size, stopping distance, and visibility limitations. A fully loaded, 80,000-

pound tractor-trailer needs much more space and time to slow down and react to changing 

traffic conditions. When a driver’s attention is divided, the risk of catastrophic injury multiplies 

quickly, especially when the truck driver isn’t paying attention. 

The dangers of distracted driving for truck drivers include: 

• Delayed braking – Even a half-second delay can prevent a driver from stopping in time 

to avoid a collision. 

• Lane departures – Drifting from the lane due to inattention can cause sideswipe crashes 

or rollovers. 

• Reduced hazard awareness – Distraction reduces a driver’s ability to anticipate changes 

in traffic or road conditions. 

• Overcorrection – Looking up suddenly and steering abruptly can lead to jackknife 

accidents or cargo shifts. 

• Rear-end collisions – A distracted truck driver following too closely may not react when 

traffic slows. 

• Loss of situational control – Diverted attention can result in missed signals, blind-spot 

oversights, and poor judgment at intersections. 

In short, distraction strips away the driver’s most important safety tool, which is focus. Because 

trucks require longer reaction times and have more blind spots than passenger vehicles, any 

lapse in concentration can have life-altering results for other motorists on the road. 

Does federal law address distracted driving by commercial truck drivers? 

Yes. At the federal level, commercial truck drivers are governed by many strict rules and 

regulations included as part of the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Regulations (FMCSR). The 

Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) prohibits hand-held mobile phone use 

and texting while operating a commercial motor vehicle at any time nationwide. These 

regulations are found in: 

• Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 49 §392.80 – Prohibition against texting while driving 

a commercial motor vehicle 

• CFR 49 §392.82 – Using a hand-held mobile telephone while driving 
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Under these federal laws, commercial drivers are forbidden from texting, holding a phone, 

dialing by pressing more than one button or reaching for a phone in a way that requires them 

to move out of a seated driving position. These restrictions apply to all interstate truck and bus 

drivers operating vehicles weighing 10,001 pounds or more. 

Violations carry severe penalties. The FMCSA may impose civil fines up to $2,750 for individual 

drivers and up to $11,000 for motor carriers that allow or require drivers to use hand-held 

devices while driving. Repeated violations can result in disqualification and suspension of a 

commercial driver’s license (CDL) under 49 CFR §383.51. Employers who fail to enforce 

compliance may also face federal enforcement action. 

The intent of these federal distracted driving regulations is simple – to save lives. By creating 

nationwide standards that apply to all commercial drivers, the FMCSA aims to reduce the 

thousands of preventable truck crashes caused each year by distracted truck drivers on 

America’s highways. 

Does Texas law address distracted driving by commercial truck drivers? 

Yes. In addition to federal requirements, Texas has its own, strict distracted driving laws that 

apply to both commercial and non-commercial drivers. Under Texas Transportation Code 

§545.4251, it is illegal for any driver to use a handheld wireless communication device to read, 

write or send electronic messages while operating a vehicle. Commercial drivers, however, are 

held to an even higher standard due to the potential for catastrophic harm. 

Local jurisdictions in Texas often impose stricter ordinances, banning any handheld phone use 

within city limits. Truck drivers passing through Houston, Dallas or San Antonio must abide by 

these local rules in addition to state and federal regulations. Ignoring these laws can lead not 

only to citations but also to evidence of negligence in a civil truck accident injury claim. 

In civil court, a violation of distracted driving laws can strengthen a victim’s case under the 

concept of negligence per se, meaning the act of breaking the law itself is considered negligent. 

For injured Texans, this can make it easier to prove that a truck driver’s distraction directly 

caused the crash and their resulting injuries. 

What if the at-fault truck driver denies being distracted? 

It’s common for at-fault truck drivers to deny distraction after a collision. They may claim they 

were watching traffic, using hands-free devices, or not using their phone at all while driving. 

Why? Because they’re trying to avoid liability (being legally responsible for paying for the 

accident), losing their job, losing their CDL, or other serious consequences. However, modern 

technology and investigative methods make it increasingly difficult to conceal distraction. 

Your lawyer can uncover the truth through multiple forms of evidence. Cellphone records, 

vehicle data logs, and witness statements often reveal that the driver was using a phone or 

manipulating equipment in the moments before the crash. Many modern trucks are equipped 
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with telematics systems that record in-cab activities, including sudden braking or swerving 

patterns consistent with driver inattention. 

Even if the driver denies distraction, circumstantial evidence can be powerful. A lack of skid 

marks, erratic vehicle movement or inconsistent testimony can suggest that the driver wasn’t 

focused on the road. A skilled attorney knows how to interpret these signs and build a strong 

case to prove negligence, even without an outright admission from the driver. 

What evidence can be used in truck accident cases involving distracted driving? 

Proving that a truck driver was distracted often requires extensive investigation and multiple 

sources of evidence. Attorneys must act quickly to preserve critical information before it’s lost 

or destroyed. 

Key forms of evidence that can be used in a distracted truck driving case include: 

• Cellphone records – Call logs, text data, and app usage can show distraction at the time 

of the crash. 

• Electronic logging devices (ELDs) – Federal law requires trucks to use ELDs that record 

driving time and rest periods, which can reveal unusual patterns. 

• Dashcam and surveillance footage – Video evidence may capture the driver looking 

away or failing to react. 

• Witness testimony – Other motorists or pedestrians may have seen the driver using a 

phone or eating moments before the crash. 

• Police reports – Officer observations often include details about driver behavior or 

items found in the cab. 

• Accident reconstruction data – Vehicle speed, impact points, and braking records can 

help identify moments of inattention. 

Every detail matters when it comes to proving negligence. The sooner evidence is secured, the 

stronger your truck accident injury claim. That’s why immediate legal action after a truck 

accident is crucial in Texas. 

How can cellphone data be used as evidence? 

Cellphone data can be one of the most compelling tools in proving distracted driving. Modern 

devices store precise information about calls, messages and app activity that can establish 

exactly what the driver was doing in the seconds leading up to the crash. This data often 

becomes a cornerstone of liability claims against negligent truck drivers. 

Common types of cellphone evidence can include: 

• Call and text logs – These show when and how long the driver used their phone. 

• App usage data – Time stamps for navigation, messaging or social media apps can prove 

distraction. 



• Cell tower location records – These verify whether the driver’s phone was active in the 

area at the time of the collision. 

• Screen interaction logs – Some phones record touch patterns or wake-screen activity 

that correspond with distraction. 

• Employer-issued phone records – When trucking companies provide devices for work, 

logs can confirm whether a driver was using them in violation of policy. 

Your lawyer can request access to the truck driver’s phone records. If necessary, your attorney 

can issue a subpoena for the cellphone records to determine the exact crash timeline and 

whether it corresponds to when the at-fault driver was using their cellphone. This objective 

data can make the difference between a contested legal case and a clear-cut finding of 

negligence. 

What evidence do trucking companies control in truck accident cases? 

Trucking companies often possess critical evidence that can make or break a truck accident 

injury claim or lawsuit. Because these companies control the vehicles, electronic data and 

employment records, their cooperation – or lack thereof – can significantly affect an injured 

victim’s ability to prove fault. 

Important evidence typically held by trucking companies includes: 

• Driver logs and schedules – Reveal whether the driver was under pressure or fatigued. 

• Dispatch communications – Emails, texts or digital records can show the driver was 

distracted by company messages. 

• Electronic control module (ECM) data – Also known as the “black box,” the ECM records 

speed, braking, and throttle input. 

• In-cab camera footage – Many fleets use cameras that record both the road and the 

driver’s actions. 

• Company policies and training materials – Documents proving whether the company 

enforced or ignored safety standards. 

• Maintenance and inspection records – Show whether equipment malfunctions 

contributed to the crash. 

Because this evidence is time-sensitive, attorneys often issue preservation letters immediately 

after being hired. These letters legally require the trucking company to retain all relevant data 

until the case is resolved. 

What if the trucking company refuses to share digital truck data? 

Unfortunately, trucking companies sometimes delay or deny requests for electronic data. They 

may claim the records were lost, overwritten or irrelevant to the case. In Texas, however, 

lawyers can use legal tools such as subpoenas and court orders to compel disclosure of digital 

evidence after a truck accident. 



Courts generally view electronic data – including ELD logs and black box information – as crucial 

to determining fault in a truck accident. Failure to preserve or produce this evidence can result 

in spoliation sanctions, meaning the court can assume the missing data would have been 

unfavorable to the trucking company. This can significantly strengthen the injured party’s case. 

An experienced Texas truck accident attorney knows how to escalate the issue when a trucking 

company resists transparency. From hiring forensic experts to filing motions to compel, your 

legal team can make sure no crucial piece of evidence disappears. 

How long is electronic evidence saved after a truck accident? 

The lifespan of digital truck data varies depending on the type of record and the company’s 

data management policy. Electronic logging devices (ELDs) are required by federal law to retain 

records for at least six months. However, other key evidence – such as dashcam footage or 

internal communications – may be automatically deleted within days or weeks unless the 

trucking company receives a request to preserve this evidence. 

This short time window makes immediate legal action essential in many cases. Trucking 

companies may routinely overwrite data unless they receive a formal notice to retain and 

preserve it. Once deleted, certain types of evidence, such as GPS location records or onboard 

video, may be impossible to recover. 

Hiring an attorney quickly makes sure that a litigation hold is issued before vital data disappears 

or is destroyed. A prompt legal response can protect your rights and preserve the proof needed 

to hold negligent truck drivers and their employers accountable for their actions or inaction. 

How can a Houston distracted truck driving accident lawyer help? 

Texas truck accident cases involving distracted drivers require swift investigation, expert 

analysis and aggressive legal representation. The sooner a lawyer is involved, the greater the 

chance of preserving key evidence and building a strong legal case demanding compensation. 

A Houston distracted truck driving accident lawyer can: 

• Investigate the crash scene 

• Collect digital, physical, and testimonial evidence 

• Send preservation letters to prevent the destruction of truck and cellphone data 

• Consult accident reconstruction and telematics experts to interpret technical records 

• Negotiate with insurance companies that often try to minimize payouts in commercial 

vehicle cases 

• File a lawsuit if the trucking company refuses to take responsibility 

• Represent you at all court proceedings 



Every truck accident case demands precision and persistence. By partnering with an 

experienced Houston truck accident attorney, injury victims can level the playing field against 

powerful trucking corporations and pursue full compensation for their injuries and losses. 

Our legal team at Smith & Hassler has extensive experience handling a wide range of 

complicated legal cases involving commercial truck accidents in Houston and throughout Texas. 

Our case results speak for themselves, including $1.38 million obtained for two clients injured 

in an 18-wheeler accident. Contact us to learn more about your legal options. We offer a free 

case evaluation to all potential clients. 
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