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The doubtful benefits 
of driver education

50 years of studies have shown that pleading people 
to drive safely doesn’t work. So why are we still 

pleading people to drive safely?
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• This article, which was 
originally published by 

the American Institute for 
Highway Safety in 2001, 
summarises 30 years of 

previous studies, many of 
which are mentioned and 

hyperlinked within the text.
 

The remainder of studies are 
referenced on the last page. 

The original IIHS article has 
been extensively expanded and 
anotated to take into account 

subsequent research •
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Before there were safety belts or airbags, be-
fore vehicles had crumple zones and pad-
ded interiors, before guardrails and breaka-

way signposts were used on highways and shoul-
ders were cleared of roadside hazards, there were 
‘Please Drive Safely’ signs. 

Trying to prevent crashes by educating motor-
ists was the almost exclusive focus of highway 
safety efforts for half a century, beginning soon 
after cars began to proliferate on the roads in the 
early 1900s. The entire idea of reducing the conse-
quences of crashes wasn’t a consideration. 

A few advocates for a broader approach wanted 
to include things like installing and using safety 
belts to reduce deaths and injuries during crashes. 
These lone voices were ignored by the safety es-
tablishment of the time, but they didn’t fade away. 
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These voices continued to grow, which made the 
existing road safety establishment uncomfortable.

 This discomfort was apparent in 1961 remarks 
to the National Safety Congress by the president of 
General Motors, who criticized the work of “self-
styled experts” who suggested  “that we abandon 
hope of teaching drivers to avoid traffic accidents 
and concentrate on designing cars that will make 
collisions harmless”.

Science wins out
A few years later, the ‘self-styled experts’ pre-

vailed. After Ralph Nader’s groundbreaking book 
Unsafe At Any Speed - the designed-in dangers of 
the American automobile was released, an outraged 
American public began baying for action to make 
cars safer.  As a direct result, the focus of safety ef-
forts became much broader. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unsafe_at_Any_Speed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unsafe_at_Any_Speed
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The new approach sought to reduce road deaths 
by focusing not only on driver behaviour but on 
crash prevention and crash injury prevention. 

For example, separating opposing lanes of traffic 
almost always reduces the number of road deaths, 
even though it makes no difference to the number 
of bad drivers on the road. 

A study by Monash University of the effective-
ness of  roadside fencing and median barriers con-
cluded that: “reductions of up to 90% in death 
and serious injury can be achieved, with no evi-
dence of increased road trauma for motorcyclists.” 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB8QFjAAahUKEwitn9WU_czIAhXj4aYKHYguDk8&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.monash.edu.au%2Fmiri%2Fresearch%2Freports%2Fmuarc210.pdf&usg=AFQjCNGmas8g9BBMHD9J_y-j58g6TgTEQA&sig2=WWTqPUMU98up--10PA57MA
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Similarly, well-designed cars significantly reduce 
injury risk during crashes. People routinely walk 
away from accidents that would have been unsur-
vivable 50 years ago.

Equally important was an unprecedented empha-
sis on scientific methods to evaluate highway safety 
programmes. This systematic, scientific approach 
has saved thousands of lives and prevented count-
less injuries since implementation in the 1970s. 

Today’s passenger vehicles are much safer. So are 
today’s roadways. 
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But what about the driver, the ‘nut behind the 
wheel’?  

Because most motor vehicle crashes involve 
driver error, some people continue to this day to 
believe that improving driver behaviour should 
be the overriding priority. Claims continue to be 
made that ‘getting rid of drunk drivers’, ‘improv-
ing driver skills’, or shock tv road safety ads are 
more important than separating opposing lanes of 
traffic or equipping cars with airbags. 
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Blaming other people’s bad driving has a natu-
ral appeal whenever we are angry. We tend to see 
ourselves as good drivers and thus ignore our little 
mistakes, holding onto our positive view of our-
selves. When other people make the same little 
mistakes however, we are outraged. It’s like dou-
ble parking – when other people do it we mutter 
about “bloody inconsiderate drivers” but when 
we do it, we tell ourselves that we’re just dropping 
someone off, so it’s okay.

In another example, 71% of young motorists 
think they are better-than-average drivers, accord-
ing to a 2014 British survey.

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=4&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CDAQFjADahUKEwjYmI--qtPIAhXEYaYKHYdeAsU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fhome.bt.com%2Flifestyle%2Fmotoring%2Fmotoring-news%2Fyoung-drivers-feel-invulnerable-11363896289234&usg=AFQjCNHZnjAZnu0zlJjzioL-SgoHnQ4b3Q&sig2=lkhS1cTy0tN0GyCbicgJCw
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=4&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CDAQFjADahUKEwjYmI--qtPIAhXEYaYKHYdeAsU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fhome.bt.com%2Flifestyle%2Fmotoring%2Fmotoring-news%2Fyoung-drivers-feel-invulnerable-11363896289234&usg=AFQjCNHZnjAZnu0zlJjzioL-SgoHnQ4b3Q&sig2=lkhS1cTy0tN0GyCbicgJCw
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The survey, by the online survey company vi-
sioncritical.com, on behalf of the British Institute 
of Advanced Motorists, showed a startling gap be-
tween perception and reality.

75% of young males surveyed believed they were 
better-than-average drivers. 68% of young women 
believed they were better-than-average drivers.

These views are in complete conflict with the 
facts: young drivers make up just 8% of British 
motorists but nearly a quarter of road deaths.

It’s not just young drivers, either. Multiple stud-
ies have shown that the poorest performers in any 
field tend to be the ones who most overestimate 
their own ability.

The British study also explains why it’s so hard 
to teach teenagers to drive safely. Even if teenag-
ers take road safety messages onboard, they tend to 
believe these messages don’t apply to them, because 
they’re better-than-average drivers.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=11&ved=0CBsQFjAAOApqFQoTCLyL7NWRzsgCFaPapgodtmgFnA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sciencedirect.com%2Fscience%2Farticle%2Fpii%2FS1877042814051489%2Fpdf%3Fmd5%3De0c3c43f64feab430216f274ffe280d7%26pid%3D1-s2.0-S1877042814051489-main.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFrvm3dhiFHGoygiaWXiM8zOrwbEw&sig2=glqBQxBOTbH7qTUgVMe4zw&bvm=bv.105454873,d.dGo
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=11&ved=0CBsQFjAAOApqFQoTCLyL7NWRzsgCFaPapgodtmgFnA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sciencedirect.com%2Fscience%2Farticle%2Fpii%2FS1877042814051489%2Fpdf%3Fmd5%3De0c3c43f64feab430216f274ffe280d7%26pid%3D1-s2.0-S1877042814051489-main.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFrvm3dhiFHGoygiaWXiM8zOrwbEw&sig2=glqBQxBOTbH7qTUgVMe4zw&bvm=bv.105454873,d.dGo
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=11&ved=0CBsQFjAAOApqFQoTCLyL7NWRzsgCFaPapgodtmgFnA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.sciencedirect.com%2Fscience%2Farticle%2Fpii%2FS1877042814051489%2Fpdf%3Fmd5%3De0c3c43f64feab430216f274ffe280d7%26pid%3D1-s2.0-S1877042814051489-main.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFrvm3dhiFHGoygiaWXiM8zOrwbEw&sig2=glqBQxBOTbH7qTUgVMe4zw&bvm=bv.105454873,d.dGo
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That appears to be a major reason that education 
programmes aimed at changing driver behaviour 
are generally ineffective. 

The American Insurance Institute for Highway 
Safety, one of the most respected road safety estab-
lishments in the world, collated the results of doz-
ens of other studies over the last 30 years.

Their conclusion: “Research indicates that edu-
cation has no effect, or only a very limited effect, 
on habits like staying within speed limits, heeding 
stop signs, and using safety belts.” 

“[Until you check out the facts,] who can argue 
against the benefits of education or training?” asks 
Institute chief scientist Allan Williams. “But when 
good scientific evaluations are undertaken, most 
of the driver improvement programmes based on 
education or persuasion alone are found not to 
work.” 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CCwQFjACahUKEwiznamDlsvIAhWo26YKHWz3BLQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fdocs.legassembly.sk.ca%2Flegdocs%2FLegislative%2520Committees%2FTSC%2FTableddocs%2FTSC%25202-27(10)%2520SGI%2520-%2520Education%2520Alone%2520Won%27t%2520Make%2520Drives%2520Safe.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFVfmPhCegS3NcCIgVr3aR1y0Il4g&sig2=WGE_P0ajFNmEOmgM8JjUJg
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CCwQFjACahUKEwiznamDlsvIAhWo26YKHWz3BLQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fdocs.legassembly.sk.ca%2Flegdocs%2FLegislative%2520Committees%2FTSC%2FTableddocs%2FTSC%25202-27(10)%2520SGI%2520-%2520Education%2520Alone%2520Won%27t%2520Make%2520Drives%2520Safe.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFVfmPhCegS3NcCIgVr3aR1y0Il4g&sig2=WGE_P0ajFNmEOmgM8JjUJg
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Car enthusiasts, who tend to see speed limits 
as an unnatural intrusion on their freedom, of-
ten claim that lack of driver training, rather than 
speed, is the cause of road accidents.  This conclu-
sion, while appealing, is not backed up by much 
factual evidence.

For example, in 1997, the Insurance Institute for 
Highway Safety1 published a worldwide review of 
the effectiveness of driver training. 

The conclusion: “driver education and training 
don’t lead to lower crash involvement”.

In fact, the opposite has often been observed. For 
example, when young men attended courses that 
taught skid control, offroad recovery, and other 
emergency manoeuvres, the outcome was adverse. 

1 It’s worth noting also that when road deaths and 
injuries are reduced, the insurance companies that fund 
IIHS directly benefit, through reduced payouts.  It’s one 
of those rare situations where corporate interests and 
the public interest appear to coincide. This perhaps also 
explains why the IIHS is so proactive about working out 
practical road safety solutions and so skeptical about 
well-meant strategies that simply don’t work.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB8QFjAAahUKEwj-l5LRqM3IAhUKnJQKHRlTDdU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.iihs.org%2Fexternaldata%2Fsrdata%2Fdocs%2Fsr3201.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHBLq_Ye99KT9aFuZbpS_MsLOeNjQ&sig2=heNwMgLnG3-3HB-bcMXUlQ&bvm=bv.105454873,d.dGo
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CB8QFjAAahUKEwj-l5LRqM3IAhUKnJQKHRlTDdU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.iihs.org%2Fexternaldata%2Fsrdata%2Fdocs%2Fsr3201.pdf&usg=AFQjCNHBLq_Ye99KT9aFuZbpS_MsLOeNjQ&sig2=heNwMgLnG3-3HB-bcMXUlQ&bvm=bv.105454873,d.dGo
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCcQFjACahUKEwjJiLXjss3IAhXBJ6YKHTFwCfQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.drivers.com%2Farticle%2F305%2F&usg=AFQjCNHa9XkUyl98TAYXZ81s3k0iMRtYKA&sig2=-_Feugw0NspTStuLLchDwA
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The same applies to both bicycles and motor-
bikes: after reviewing motorcycle rider education 
and training programs in three countries, Dan 
Mayhew, of Canada’s Traffic Injury Research Foun-
dation concluded that there’s “no compelling evi-
dence that rider training is associated with reduc-
tions in collisions.”

“Males who received training had higher crash 
rates than those who did not take the training. Au-
thors of the relevant studies have suggested that 
males trained in these skills become overconfident 
in their ability and now take unnecessary risks,” 
Mayhew says. 

http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/8/suppl_2/ii3.abstract
http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/8/suppl_2/ii3.abstract
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“The education might increase drivers’ knowl-
edge (for example, about the benefits of using 
belts), but the expanded knowledge usually doesn’t 
result in behaviour changes.”

The 1997 IIHS conclusion was reinforced by a 
2015 study of a special training course for young 
drivers, which included skid avoidance and vehicle 
control training. 

The conclusion: “there is no evidence the extra 
training makes them safer drivers.”

http://www.iihs.org/iihs/sr/statusreport/article/50/8/2
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In some cases the education programme makes 
things worse. The Australian ‘bike ed’ programme 
was designed to reduce the number of collisions 
involving child cyclists by provided skills training 
in bicycle use. 

However, according to an analysis of the pro-
gramme by John Carlin of the Murdoch Children’s 
Research Institute and University of Melbourne 
suggested that, far from reducing accidents, the 
programme was causing them. 

Carlin concluded that the programme was inad-
vertently leading children “to undertake a level of 
risky activity that they would not have attempted 
without the ‘license’ provided by having completed 
the programme.” 

http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/4/1/22.full
http://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/4/1/22.full
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Even drivers whose skills are actually above aver-
age may not be safer. Research conducted in the 
early 1970s involved a group of highly skilled race 
drivers. Far from being safer drivers off the race-
track, this group was found to have worse onroad 
crash records than a group of average motorists. 

The race car drivers’ knowledge and skills were 
obviously greater than those of the average driv-
ers, but this didn’t translate into enhanced highway 
safety. 

Vernick points to another example: “[When] 
high school driver education programmes contrib-
ute to earlier licensing for young drivers, these pro-
grams may actually increase motor vehicle fatality 
rates for young persons.” 

https://books.google.co.nz/books?id=OyuGJJ6rKQ0C&pg=PA134&lpg=PA134&dq=williams+and+oneill+1974+racing+drivers+have+more+accidents&source=bl&ots=zshffcjsFH&sig=e2zAylTBc0K98yoqOud1XPNx8GU&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=williams%20and%20oneill%201974%20racing%20drivers%20have%20more%20accidents&f=false
https://books.google.co.nz/books?id=OyuGJJ6rKQ0C&pg=PA134&lpg=PA134&dq=williams+and+oneill+1974+racing+drivers+have+more+accidents&source=bl&ots=zshffcjsFH&sig=e2zAylTBc0K98yoqOud1XPNx8GU&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=williams%20and%20oneill%201974%20racing%20drivers%20have%20more%20accidents&f=false
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IIHS chief scientist Allan Williams says. Knowl-

edge alone isn’t enough: “The belief that increas-
ing motorists’ or other road users’ knowledge will 
change their actions reflects a naive view of human 
behaviour.” 

Williams adds. “At one level all drivers know, for 
example, that it’s wrong to ignore stop signs and 
run red lights. Yet these obviously unsafe behav-
iours occur routinely. They’re leading causes of 
crashes. Another example is that by now all motor-
ists know that driving after consuming significant 
amounts of alcohol increases crash risk, but mil-
lions of trips are taken each year by seriously im-
paired drivers.”
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 An analogy involves educating students about 
drug use. One of the most prominent efforts, 
the Drug Abuse Resistance Education Program 
(DARE), began in California in the early 1980s. 
Now DARE is in 80% of U.S. school districts plus 
many other countries. 

Yet numerous studies have found that the DARE 
curriculum, which features police officers teaching 
in classrooms, is ineffective. 

Richard Clayton, director of the Center for Pre-
vention Research at the University of Kentucky, 
authored one of the studies. 

“When we have something as complex and as 
hidden as drug abuse among adolescents, our usual 
answer to it is more education .... It makes us, as 
adults, feel good that they’re getting this informa-
tion, but we know information often times doesn’t 
carry much weight. We’ve got to step back and ask: 
‘Is education ever the best magic bullet?’ I, for one, 
don’t think it is.” 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCQQFjABahUKEwilktObuNDIAhUk2qYKHWl0CtM&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alcoholfacts.org%2FDARE.html&usg=AFQjCNEDpnLhpdzzAmXUD-HfTI8kGhhE_g&sig2=4xEFgCoz3FZ90iz9V3ALRg
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCQQFjABahUKEwilktObuNDIAhUk2qYKHWl0CtM&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alcoholfacts.org%2FDARE.html&usg=AFQjCNEDpnLhpdzzAmXUD-HfTI8kGhhE_g&sig2=4xEFgCoz3FZ90iz9V3ALRg
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCQQFjABahUKEwilktObuNDIAhUk2qYKHWl0CtM&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.alcoholfacts.org%2FDARE.html&usg=AFQjCNEDpnLhpdzzAmXUD-HfTI8kGhhE_g&sig2=4xEFgCoz3FZ90iz9V3ALRg
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Laws may sometimes change behaviour 

Most of the demonstrable improvements in driv-
er behaviour come from traffic safety laws. The 
clearest examples are those where the behaviours 
are readily observable and the changes are meas-
urable - belt use, motorcycle helmet use, or travel 
speeds. 

Victoria, Australia, enacted the first safety belt 
law in 1970. Use rates, which had been 18-26%, 
immediately jumped to 75% in urban areas and 
64% on rural roads. When other Australian states 
passed similar laws, each experienced big jumps in 
rates of buckling up.

While education to change driver behaviour is 
almost never effective by itself, it may be beneficial 
when it enhances the effectiveness of traffic laws. 
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Education can build public support to enact the 
laws in the first place. Then education can enhance 
enforcement by increasing motorists’ perceptions 
of the risk of apprehension.

However, even the most comprehensive educa-
tion and enforcement campaigns are often ineffec-
tive against the highest risk groups.

A 2009 study of 300 fatal crashes by the New 
Zealand Automobile Association found:

“It is apparent that [many speed-based road fatal-
ities] were caused by people who don’t care about 
any kind of rules. These are men who speed, drink, 
don’t wear safety belts, have no valid license or 
[vehicle safety certificate] - who are basically rene-
gades. They usually end up wrapped around a tree, 
but they can also overtake across a yellow line and 
take out other motorists as well.”
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Despite the sceptics, this ‘enforce & educate’ pol-
icy has been popular among road safety authorities 
in Australia & New Zealand, where extensive and 
creative highway safety advertising runs frequently 
on television and other media. 

The pioneering road safety advertising and en-
forcement campaign was run in Victoria. Australia, 
in the late 1990s and was claimed to be highly suc-
cessful.

A similar campaign in New Zealand was credited 
with saving 100 lives and 1000 serious injuries.

However, the advertising works, according to 
professor Peter Vulcan of Monash University in 
Victoria, ‘only when it is done in direct support of 
high levels of enforcement, usually highly visible 
enforcement.”
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“You can start the process with compliance with 
traffic safety laws, but then to get the majority of 
road users to comply you need enforcement that is 
magnified by publicity.”

Other studies, however, have refuted Monash’s 
finding that educational ads work at all. There is, 
in particular, a great deal of doubt within the road 
safety community about the value of shock TV 
ads such as the ones run in both New Zealand and 
Australia.

Much to the embarrassment of the Monash Uni-
versity Accident Research Centre, Dr Michael 
White and his team pointed out that one of the 
key elements of the Monash report – a dramatic 
fall in road deaths following the beginning of the 
campaign – did not appear to be linked to the 
campaign at all. 

The marked reduction in road deaths had been 
occurring months before the campaign started. 

Further, claimed reductions in serious injuries 
were highly dubious, because the definition of seri-
ous injuries changed, which meant that fewer in-
juries were being defined as ‘serious’ and therefore 
they apparently dropped even though nothing had 
changed except the way that the accidents were be-
ing reported. 

acrs.org.au/files/arsrpe/RS000076.pdf
acrs.org.au/files/arsrpe/RS000076.pdf


All content © dogandlemon.com 2015-2021 • All rights reserved22

So why did the road toll start to plummet 
months before the education campaign started? 

Dr White has a rather more plausible explana-
tion:

 “First, there has been an ongoing downward 
trend in road deaths that has been noticed for dec-
ades. However, while the overall trend is down-
wards, the highs and lows tend to correspond al-
most exactly with economic activity.”

As Dr White put it: “It is likely that relatively 
small changes in employment produce relatively 
large changes in the numbers of marginally em-
ployable young males on the road, with corre-
sponding changes in crash numbers”. 
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White’s theory that the peaks and troughs in the 
road toll are the result of economic circumstances 
may sound far-fetched, but it’s robustly supported 
by almost all available data and his conclusions 
have been duplicated in similar research around 
the world.

It also seems highly  probable that people sim-
ply take more risks during good times than during 
bad.

Much of the scientific community shared White’s 
scepticism of the Monash report. 

A paper on international trends in road crashes, 
published in 2000, concluded:

“The fall in the accident rate that occurred in 
Victoria, Australia in the early 1990s ... may sim-
ply have been the renewal of a downward trend in 
the accident rate that would have occurred without 
[the road safety education campaign].” (Beenstock 
& Gafni, 2000, P83).

http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=8&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CHIQFjAH&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.vti.se%2Fen%2Fpublications%2Fpdf%2Ftraffic-safety-and-economic-fluctuation--long-term-and-short-term-analyses-and-a-literature-survey.pdf&ei=fWtpU4C1DMzOkgXV7oHADw&usg=AFQjCNHmkIFb0-PK1P2c_CjWQcnIgxOXqw&sig2=EzV_6tyWN7eBBoIt6KY5VA&bvm=bv.66111022,d.dGI
http://www.freepaperdownload.us/1747/Article5931664.htm
http://www.freepaperdownload.us/1747/Article5931664.htm
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ABC Radio producer Dr Norman Swan was even 
more scathing about the Victorian campaigns:

“A few years ago the Victorian Government, 
concerned that there’d been a rise in serious road 
crashes, created a high-intensity, high-impact tel-
evision, press and billboard advertising campaign 
aimed at speed and drunk driving...The crash rate 
went down and fatality rates halved; and Victo-
ria, proud of its achievement, promoted the con-
cept of such an intense campaign, alongside other 
measures like speed cameras and upscaled random 
breath testing. New Zealand took up the idea with 
a budget of $7million a year on media ads alone, 
as did Western Australia. South Australia was 
tempted as well but there was a healthy scepticism, 
and the data was re-examined.

What the South Australian researchers discovered 
was that the rise in road crashes prior to the televi-
sion campaign was actually just a glitch in a steady 
20-year long downward trend. And even taking 
the temporary rise into consideration, the falloff 
[in the road toll] started two years before the media 
campaign and countermeasures had swung into 
action...all that money [spent on advertising] was 
wasted.”
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 This doubt about the effectiveness of educa-
tion campaigns extends far beyond the road safety 
community: Massey University marketing lecturer 
Terry Macpherson rubbished New Zealand’s Land 
Transport Safety Authority claims that shock tv ads 
have saved 100 lives and 1000 serious injuries. 

According to Macpherson, the improvement in 
the road toll was the result of improved enforce-
ment by the police, particularly the tough anti-
drink-driving campaigns.

http://mro.massey.ac.nz/handle/10179/1720
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The long arm of the law
Compliance with traffic laws varies considerably. 

The greater the compliance, the more effective the 
laws. If motorists don’t know about a law or don’t 
believe it will be enforced, compliance will be lim-
ited.

But even laws that are frequently violated can 
have positive effects. A good example is speed 
limits. American studies show that many drivers 
routinely exceed them, but there’s still a safety ben-
efit because drivers typically won’t go more than 
10km/h faster than a posted limit. 

This behaviour has nothing to do with choosing 
safe speeds to drive. It has everything to do with 
the perception that speed limits are actually being 
enforced at about 10km/h above what’s posted. 
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Motorists are much more likely to change their be-
haviour in response to traffic laws than because of 
education about what increases crash risk. In large 
part this is because motorists believe their driving 
skills will enable them to avoid collisions. At the 
same time, they recognize their skills won’t enable 
them to avoid a ticket. So they slow down, buckle 
up or otherwise comply with the laws. 
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Keeping the focus on what works

The classic example of using science to prevent 
road accidents is the harbour bridge in Auckland, 
New Zealand.  

First opened in 1959, the bridge allowed oppos-
ing lanes of traffic to pass at high speeds.  

From the beginning, the Auckland harbour 
bridge suffered an ongoing series of serious road 
accidents, mainly head-on collisions, caused by a 
vehicle drifting, or being propelled into the oppos-
ing lane.

After a vigorous campaign by Auckland medical 
professionals, a moveable concrete barrier was in-
stalled down the middle of the bridge. 

But in the years leading up to the installation of 
the barrier, there was significant opposition to this 
lifesaving technology, inevitably from those who 
thought that the problem was not bad roads, but 
bad driving.

http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/study/profiles/ian_roberts.html
http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/study/profiles/ian_roberts.html
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However, the facts spoke for themselves: after the 
barrier was installed, head-on collisions on the har-
bour bridge dropped to zero and there was a huge 
reduction in overall crashes on the bridge.

 There wasn’t one less ‘idiot’ or drunk driver, yet 
the accidents stopped, simply because the road was 
changed in a way that prevented mistakes from be-
coming fatalities. 

And yet, globally, ‘drive safely’ campaigns, aimed 
at changing behaviour through advertising and ed-
ucation, continue to this day.

 This is sad, because the time and money spent 
promoting highway safety strategies that don’t 
work, inevitably steals critical resources from those 
that do •



All content © dogandlemon.com 2015-2021 • All rights reserved30

References 

• Large parts of this article were originally published by the Ameri-
can Institute for Highway Safety in Status Report issue 36,  No. 
5,  May 19,  2001, which quoted multiple studies, including the 
following: Barmack, A.E. and Payne. D.E. 1961. The Lackland ac-
cident countermeasure experiment. Highway Research Board Pro-
ceedings 40:513-22. Washington. D.C.: Transportation Research 
Board. Carlin, J.B.: Taylor, P.: and Nolan, T. 1998. School-based 
bicycle safety education and bicycle injuries in children: a case con-
trol study. Injury Prevention 4:22-27. Haddon, W., Jr. 1972. A 
logical framework for categorizing highway safety phenomena and 
activity. The Journal of Trauma 12:193-207. Kraus, J.F.; Peek, C.; 
and Williams. A.F. 1995. Compliance with the 1992 California mo-
torcycle helmet use law. American Journal of Public Health 85:9699. 
Leukefeld. C.G. 1995. Prevention Practice in Substance Abuse (ed. 
R.R. Clayton). Binghamton. N.Y.: Haworth Press. Mayhew, D.R. 
and Simpson. H.M. 1996. Effectiveness and role of driver educa-
tion and training in a graduated licensing system. Ottawa, Ontario. 
Canada: Traffic Injury Research Foundation. Miller. R.E.: Reisinger. 
K.S.: Blatter. M.M. and Wucher. F. 1982. Pediatric counseling and 
subsequent use of smoke detectors. American Journal of Public 
Health 72:392-93. O’Neill. B. 21101. Role of advocacy, education, 
and training in reducing motor vehicle crash losses. Presented at the 
World Health Organization Traffic Meeting. Geneva. Switzerland. 
Arlington. VA: Insurance Institute for Highway Safety. O’Neill. B. 
211111. Seatbelt use: where we’ve been, where we are and what’s 
next. 2001 Seat Belt Summit: Policy Options for Increasing Seatbelt 
use Appendix A. Arlington, VA: Automotive Coalition for Traffic 
Safety Retting. R.A. and Greene. M.A. 1997. Traffic speeds follow-
ing repeal of the national maximum speed limit. ITE Journal 67:42-
46. Struckmann-Johnson. D.L.: Loud. A.K.: Williams. A.F.: and 
Osborne. ID.W. 1989. Comparative effects of driver improvement 
programmes on crashes and violations, and others.

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CCwQFjACahUKEwiznamDlsvIAhWo26YKHWz3BLQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fdocs.legassembly.sk.ca%2Flegdocs%2FLegislative%2520Committees%2FTSC%2FTableddocs%2FTSC%25202-27(10)%2520SGI%2520-%2520Education%2520Alone%2520Won%27t%2520Make%2520Drives%2520Safe.pdf&usg=AFQjCNFVfmPhCegS3NcCIgVr3aR1y0Il4g&sig2=WGE_P0ajFNmEOmgM8JjUJg

