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Abstract

We all like to think of ourselves as logical beings, weighing up the facts and intelligently choosing the best course of action.  In such a world, road users would receive road safety information, absorb it and act on it in the best interests of themselves and other road users.  

In fact, human behaviour is far more complex and fascinating than this model suggests.  Our behaviour is affected by a potent cocktail of positive and negative influences, both conscious and subconscious.  We are in many instances observers of our own behaviour, imposing logic retrospectively on the choices we have made.  We also have a strong tendency to believe that severe, negative consequences will not happen to us. These characteristics create challenges for road safety educators.

This paper discusses how we can work with the real logic behind behaviour to build behavioural road safety programs that work.
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Introduction

Forty years ago, in the United States of America, the researchers Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) were uncovering important truths about the way we as human beings think and behave – or, more accurately, behave and think.  They used a handful of undergraduate university students, bribed to tell “little white lies”, to shake our understanding of ourselves and our behaviour.  

Their findings showed that we do not clearly understand why we behave as we do, and often impose logic on our behaviour after the event.  They showed that we are even willing to change our attitudes to help us explain our behaviour to ourselves.

In present-day NSW, the changing of behaviour is one of three key approaches to road safety - along with changes to the road environment and to vehicles and equipment.  This paper will show how the fundamental principles that came from that early research still help us to avoid many pitfalls in our approach to behaviour change, and to design behaviour-change programs that work.

The Context for Behavioural Road Safety in NSW 

Three Aspects of Road Safety

The three major aspects of road safety are:

· The Road Environment;

· Vehicles and Equipment; and

· People and Behaviour

All of these aspects interact, and most accidents involve causes and/or potential solutions from each of these fields.  A problem that arises from one of these aspects of road safety can find a solution from another aspect – for instance poor driver behaviour can be changed by engineering solutions.  Local area traffic management schemes and vehicle speed limiting devices are examples of road environment and vehicle/equipment solutions to a behavioural issue – speeding.

For each of the major behavioural issues addressed in NSW, the behavioural strategies are part of a broader approach involving action on the road environment, vehicles and equipment.

This paper will focus in on the behavioural approaches used to address behavioural issues and how we can make these most effective.

What are Behavioural Road Safety Issues?

A behavioural road safety issue is anything that road users do (or fail to do) that could affect their safety on the road.  The following-distance that drivers choose behind the vehicle in front is a behavioural road safety issue.  Whether and how well drivers do their shoulder checks before changing lanes is a behavioural road safety issue.  

There are several behavioural issues, however, that emerge from research as having a major impact on the numbers and severity of road casualties.  These are:

· Drink driving;

· Speeding;

· Occupant Restraint Use; and

· Driver Fatigue.

In other words, if all road users minimised alcohol use before driving, stayed within the speed limit (and a safe speed for the conditions), were well-rested and alert and correctly used occupant restraints on every trip, there would be a substantial reduction in accidents and casualties.  Advances in these areas have helped bring about some of the major decreases in the road toll since the peak casualty numbers in NSW in the 1970s.

Other areas of behavioural road safety action address particular road user types, such as pedestrians.  

Behaviour Change Approaches

Leaving aside engineering interventions, the main behavioural approaches to road safety issues involve:

· Legislation and legislation change; 

· Enforcement levels, strategies and penalties;

· Education and promotion; 

· Advertising and publicity.

Influences on Road Safety Behaviour

There are many, varied influences on road safety behaviour, both positive and negative, conscious and subconscious.  Some of these include:

· Societal values;

· Cultural values;

· Subculture group values;

· Personal values;

· Interpersonal pressures;

· Legislation;

· Enforcement;

· Workplace practice;

· Habit;

· Convenience / other situational factors;

· Perceived risk;

· Education;

· Advertising/information.

These combine to influence what behaviour a person will “choose”.  Some factors are stronger than others in affecting behaviour.

A fictional case study can help to illustrate some of these influences in a particular situation.  A young man – let’s call him “Davo” - finds himself at his usual pub in a tricky situation.  The breath tester at the pub tells Davo he’s at 0.08 when it’s time to drive home.  Will Davo drive home over the legal limit?  The above influences play out in Davo’s decision making in the following way:

In favour of Davo avoiding drink driving are the law against it (legislation), the fact that  TV and radio ads say it is unsafe (advertising) and society in general rejects drink driving (societal values).  Also Davo likes to think of himself as a moral and law abiding person (personal values).  Davo has a particular fear of being caught, as his much-loved Muslim grandfather would find out he drinks (cultural values).  He’s heard that people have been picked up lately for drink driving (enforcement).  As he ponders his dilemma, he toys with a coaster and notices that it says “Drink Driving – It’s a Crime!”  (advertising).

On the side of Davo going ahead with his drink driving trip home is the fact that a drink-driving group of his mates has arrived earlier (subculture group values) and that he brought a friend who needs a lift home (situational factor).  Davo needs his car early the next morning to get to work (convenience) and is used to driving home from this pub after a few drinks but under 0.05 (habit).  He hasn’t seen any enforcement himself and the only person he knows who’s been charged with drink driving was his friend’s brother who had been doing it for years (enforcement and perceived risk).  Finally it’s closing time and more of Davo’s mates call on him to express his mateship by giving them a lift home.  They ridicule his concerns about driving at 0.08 BAC (interpersonal pressures).

So, will Davo drink drive? 

Whether or not Davo does drink drive on this occasion, it is likely that he will feel extremely uncomfortable and anxious about the challenge to his values from being in this situation.  He may be motivated to avoid this situation in the future. 

The “Logic” of Behaviour

Most people like to see themselves as behaving in a logical way.  We like to think we make rational choices based on solid information.  The model of behaviour change that comes from these assumptions would show information leading to a change in attitudes and a corresponding change in behaviour.  

In fact, research shows a model where we act, observe our own actions and then impose a logical framework on it after the event.  Simple examples abound in everyday life, for instance when we think, “Oh, I’m biting my nails.  I must be worried.”

Festinger and Carlsmith (1959) were the first to take this exploration deeper. Using college students as subjects, one by one each student was required to do a tedious half-hour task.  At the end of the task, the researchers offered some of the students money to go into the waiting room and tell the waiting student that the task was fun and interesting.   Later, they asked each student how interesting or boring he or she found the task to be.  

Students who had not been asked to talk to those in the waiting room rated the task as boring.  Those who had been paid a dollar rated the task as quite interesting.  Finally, those who had been paid US$20 tended to rate the task as extremely boring.  Why should there be a difference between the groups?  Students were randomly allocated to each, so if the task was boring – as it was designed to be - surely all groups should agree.    

The result can be explained if we understand that people observe their own behaviour and draw inferences from it.  The group that took a dollar to say it was interesting would wonder why they did.  “If I was prepared to say that for only a dollar, I must really believe it”, they must have deduced.  At the other end of the scale, people who took $20 seem to have deduced, “if I needed as much as $20 to say it was interesting, it really must have been boring”.  Hence, their actions reinforced their attitude.  

In fact, most people who were asked to say the task was interesting did so, even when offered only a dollar, so it could be considered to be the power of the situation and not their own views that made them act the way they did.  In general, however, people do not like to concede the power of situational forces over their behaviour, so look for causes within themselves – believing their behaviour to reflect their attitudes, values and intentions.

Although a great deal of work has since built on Festinger and Carlsmith’s findings on “self perception”, their original work has stood the test of time. 

The principles can be seen in action in the road safety field.  For instance, the introduction of seat belt wearing in the 1970s in NSW had good community support, but this support surged to dramatic levels after the change in the law and the increases in wearing rates.  Relating back to the theory above, situational factors – in this case, the law and associated enforcement – force a change in behaviour.  People then look to explain their new behaviour with personal rather than just situational factors.  Consequently, people’s support for seat belt wearing and the law change grows.  The advertising and publicity about the safety benefits of seat belts would have helped people to build their new attitudes and reinforce their changed behaviour.

Therefore, the most effective way of building a strong change in behaviour is to lever it using situational factors and reinforce it with information which helps people to internalise or “own” the change.  

So, what hope might there be for Davo, our character from the case study? Might he not be overwhelmed by immediate situational factors and drink drive his way home, change his views to support his actions and become a regular drink driver?  

Another time-proven theory of behaviour-change from Leon Festinger sheds light on this situation.  He showed that acting against our beliefs or values causes psychological discomfort – “cognitive dissonance” which we are very motivated to relieve (Festinger, 1957).  If changing our values is the easiest way to remove the clash, this may occur.  The law and enforcement, however, are also strong situational factors acting on Davo’s behaviour.  For Davo, avoiding being over 0.05 at the pub with his friends may be a simpler way to eliminate the clash between, on the one hand, his values and major situational pressures and on the other, his behaviour in a particular instance.  

Three Great Road Safety Furphies

The previous section showed how attitude change may be the result of, rather than the path to, behaviour change.

There are several other issues in behavioural road safety that go against what would be intuitively expected and can present traps for road safety educators.  They can be summarised by the three claims:

1. They need to change their behaviour;

2. Shock advertising will scare road users into behaving safely; and

3. Driver education is the answer to road safety.

Each of these will be addressed in turn:

1. “They need to change their behaviour”:                         .
Surveys have shown that very few people believe they are below average drivers.  Thinking about people at risk of road accidents, we therefore look away from ourselves to others.  From the 1950s to the 1970s, the belief in “accident prone” drivers motivated much research so these drivers could be identified and removed, making the roads safe for the rest of us.  This was eventually discredited.  Although there are indeed some drivers at higher risk, the accident load was spread broadly across the community.  Also, it was found that each person tended to spend some time in a high-risk category, for instance at times of major life changes or stress.

For the promoter of road safety, then, particular groups can need special attention but it is worth bearing in mind that road safety is a general problem for all road users. 

2. “Shock advertising will scare road users into behaving safely”:            .                            
The tendency to think of ourselves as safer than others is part of a characteristic of human beings called “optimism bias”.  All things being equal, we think of ourselves as less likely than others to have harm come to us.    

This means that a road safety campaign target group is unlikely to see themselves as being at high risk and are unlikely to recognise themselves in any depiction of a person having an accident or a person shown as likely to have an accident.  In rare cases, excellent characterisation can help people generally to identify with an at-risk character but in general it is very difficult. 

Rather than acting to avoid the danger, then, the audience is more likely to act to avoid the fear that the advertising creates.  This can be by physically or mentally “switching off” the ads or denying or discrediting the message in some way.  It can also be by denying the relevance to themselves in some way, for instance thinking the person depicted is not as skilled a driver as themselves.

There could potentially be an unwanted extra result of shock advertising.  If the ads are indeed successful in convincing people that accidents are far more likely than they previously thought, it may feed their belief in their own skill and safety as a driver.  Accidents are in fact rare events and even a driver engaging in high-risk behaviour is still likely to be accident-free for long periods of time.  A driver looking at their high-risk behaviour and accident free record may deduce that they are indeed more skilled than others, and therefore not in need of the safety messages being given.

People are much more inclined to accept that they are prone to lower level consequences than serious ones such as crashes.  Drivers can accept, for instance, that they may get a speeding ticket.  An effective combination in advertising has been found to be a combination of mild emotion (mild fear or guilt) teamed with a clear solution.  

3. “Driver education is the answer to road safety”.                                                    .
It is extremely tempting to believe that road safety is a skill issue and that driver education can solve or at least reduce the problem.  Against expectations, extensive evaluations of driver education have shown no such effect.  

A possible reason for this is that many of the factors that put us at risk of road accidents are not in fact skill issues.  Also, brake-and-evade style skills may not come to the fore in real, unexpected situations.  It is also thought that the building of vehicle handling skills may feed into optimism bias.  Some go further to say that drivers who believe they are more skilled than others may not take as much care in avoiding risks.  

Whatever the reasons, driver education has not shown great usefulness so far as a road safety tool.  The best prospects for driver education in road safety may lie in using it as an opportunity to change the way drivers see the causes of situations on the road.  That is, if drivers can learn to emphasise their own role in their safety on the road rather than looking to blame the road conditions or other road users, it could make them safer drivers.   Hence a driver who skids in the wet should attribute this to making insufficient adjustment to the conditions.  This driver might therefore drive differently in similar conditions in the future.
Levers for Behaviour Change

The most effective and widely-used levers for changing behaviour in the road safety field have been those related to the law, enforcement and penalties.  “Deterrence” from an unwanted behaviour can occur through being directly caught and penalised (specific deterrence) or through the driver perceiving the possibility of being caught and penalised (general deterrence).

Other levers have been used that are engineering-related, such as local area traffic management schemes. 

Driver Reviver stops provided by the community in holiday periods are another example of a lever to behaviour change.  

Direct messages from authority figures such as doctors (regarding medications they are prescribed which can affect driving) or police on the road (one initiative involved police giving advice to drivers on avoiding fatigue) are likely to have a strong effect on individual behaviour in a particular instance.  These sorts of interventions may be cost effective in situations where the contact is already established (e.g. for doctors’ advice - in the course of a consultation). 

For any behavioural intervention it is worth checking whether there is an effective lever in place and how the intervention might best build on this.

Effective Roles for Education, Information and Advertising

In the road safety field, there are several established effective roles for education, information and advertising:

1. One role is to publicise laws, enforcement or penalties.  (Other types of behaviour change levers may also need publicity.)

2. To best capitalise on any behaviour changes that do occur in response to such levers, there needs to be an effective stream of safety messages, also.  This allows road users to explain changed behaviour to themselves in terms of knowledge beliefs and values, which reinforces the change for the longer term.

3. In areas where there may not be major effective levers in place (e.g. driver fatigue), education, information and advertising can be used as an agenda-setting tool and to model appropriate behaviour.  In isolation, this is unlikely to bring about major changes in behaviour but can lay the groundwork for future, levered change.

4. Finally, education, information and advertising can fill a role in giving people advice which they specifically need or want.  Advice on the locations of services to assist with fitting child restraints is an example of information which is needed by parents and carers, to meet their need to carry children legally and safely.  People are motivated in particular instances to make good road safety choices.  Where lack of information is shown to be the main cause of unsafe behaviour (and there is little or no disincentive for safe behaviour) education, information and advertising can directly facilitate safer behaviour.

Behaviour Change Interventions that Work

Finally, a few points can be made about the types of behavioural interventions that work.  Effective interventions tend to have the following characteristics:

Firstly they tend to have a publicised law and enforcement component.  Other kinds of levers can also be used such as road environment and vehicle changes.  Laws and enforcement have been the most powerful to date.

Having specific (and realistic) behaviour change goals is also important.  Promoting use of bike helmets is a specific goal, whereas a “be safe” goal is too vague to lead to useful behaviour change.

Interventions that remove blockages to safe behaviour are also likely to be effective.  Providing information on restraint fitting stations is an example of this.  An example in the engineering field was the easing of the sensitivity of the seat belt locking mechanism in trucks.  These tended to lock up when the truck went over a bump making them extremely uncomfortable and impractical to use.

Addressing a problem of significant size boosts the potential reach of the intervention, making it more likely to achieve an effect on road safety.

Finally, success comes from being part of a broad, long-term approach.  This means that expectations from short-term interventions should be kept realistic and seen as a contribution to larger, longer-term goals and evaluated accordingly (Chapman, 1993).

Conclusion

Education, information and advertising are intuitively the tools that we expect to use to promote changes in attitudes and hence in behaviour to improve road safety.  The true relationships between behaviour, attitudes and information are however, rather unexpected.  

Road safety practitioners can take account of the mechanisms by which behaviour change occurs to build effective road safety programs.  In general these will rely on strong situational levers for behaviour change (publicised as appropriate) strengthened by safety messages for road users to absorb as a part of a broader rationale for their behaviour change. 
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