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In this document the causes of the high crash rates among young drivers are discussed and a proposal is made for a graduated driver licensing system in the Netherlands. It was written in august 2000 and its purpose was to help policy makers to revise the driver licensing system. 








Introduction





In 1998 and 1999 a group of experts under the auspices of the Institute for Road Safety Research (SWOV) formulated a list of potentially effective measures for new drivers. After testing several possibilities for their effectiveness and feasibility, this group made the following recommendations:





Improve road safety education in secondary schools;


Improve the basic driver training by, among other things, drawing up national guidelines in the area of content and teaching methods (learning objectives document);


Introduce a graduated driving licence, consisting of the following elements:


A lower alcohol limit (this restriction should last for a period of two years, starting from the time of obtaining the driving licence);


An educational measure for young alcohol offenders (a compulsory training program on the dangers of driving while under influence for first offenders as part of the punitive measure);


Start a training programme after the driving licence has been obtained (based on a system of credits or directed towards a second test to be taken two years after obtaining the driving licence);


Conduct further research into the possibilities of guided driving;


Create the possibility in the road safety legislation that experiments can be conducted in the area of measures related to the driving licence.





Leaving aside the question of whether this package of measures is actually the best way to tackle the persistent problem of high accident involvement among new drivers, it must be noted that as yet very little of this package has been realized. Concerning point one: the Minister of Transport, Public Works and Water Management takes the view that road safety education in secondary schools is principally a matter for the Ministry of Education, Science and Cultural Affairs, and she is therefore not prepared to assume a leading role here. In view of the strenuous package of 15 subjects in the compulsory core curriculum (‘studiehuis’), the Ministry of Education, Science and Cultural Affairs has in turn little inclination to include additional learning objectives for secondary education with regard to road safety.


Point two: the Transport Research Centre AVV has now developed a learning objectives document for driving instruction (Vlakveld, 2000). However, the implementation of this constitutes a problem. Since in the Netherlands driving lessons are in principle not compulsory and the learning objectives document is based on the current regulations, the driving school sector can in no way be compelled to integrate the driving objectives document in their driving instruction. This would only be possible if the test requirements were also changed.


Point three: all that has actually happened concerning the ideas about graduated licensing is that a start has been made on elaborating a measure aimed at lowering the alcohol limit for new drivers to 0.2 per mille. However, this measure has not yet been incorporated in the legislation.


Point four: at the moment, no research is being conducted into the possibilities of supervised driving.


Point five: work is currently being done on an experimentation scheme of this kind, but it has not yet been realized.





In the list of measures recently produced by the SWOV, the assertion is made that if all the recommended measures are implemented, the number of accidents among new drivers will be reduced by 20%. This estimate of the effect was based on Swedish research. The measures introduced in Sweden have resulted in accident involvement falling by 30%. However, the Swedish model is not in any way comparable to the measures proposed in the Netherlands. In Sweden there is a well organised form of supervised driving from the age of 16, and the possibility of taking the driving test at the age of 18. Partly in view of the fact that in the United States and Australia much more extensive systems of graduated licensing than the measures proposed in the Netherlands have resulted in accident involvement among young new drivers falling by between 10% and 20%, the most that can be expected if all the proposed measures are implemented is a reduction in accident involvement of 5% to 10%. Since it appears at the moment that only a small part of the proposed measures will be realised (the 0.2 per mille for new drivers), it may be assumed that the effect will at best be a reduction in accident involvement of around 3%.





Causes





The report “Potentially effective measures for new drivers” (Twisk, 1999) lists the following causes of the high level of accident involvement:





biological and psychological immaturity;


high risk acceptance;


overestimation of own skills and underestimation of the complexity of the traffic situation;


behaviour routines that are susceptible to error and are executed slowly;


high exposure: young people mainly drive in situations which are also more hazardous for more experienced drivers (e.g. on weekend nights);


mental overload due to the multitude of features and information which must be taken into account while driving;


the lifestyle of young people: e.g. taking up ‘dares’, not wishing to give in to anyone, wishing to conform to the ‘gang’.





The issues in the above list are interrelated. In fact, they can be classified into 2 clusters:





lack of driving ability (inexperience, lack of traffic insight)


lack of will to drive safely (high risk acceptance, recklessness, and partly also overestimation of own abilities).





Young drivers often actually know how to carry out the necessary actions correctly (operating the vehicle), but this still demands so much mental effort that they are unable to simultaneously summon up enough attention for the traffic situation that is developing somewhat further in the future. In other words, young drivers are in fact able to drive, but as yet their anticipatory driving is very poor, and they have limited traffic insight. The limitations in their ability can mainly be seen from inefficiencies in observation (they appear to give everything equal attention, and they virtually never look out for potential dangers) and poor recognition of danger. They see what is there, but cannot yet estimate how dangerous it is. The problems with ‘ability’ are less related to the execution aspect. Once the situation has been correctly estimated, even young new drivers can usually select and execute the right action repertoire.





Lack of will to drive safely can be seen from the fact that they do things even though they know that these things are prohibited or dangerous. They see the danger, but underestimate it (e.g. through overestimating their own driving ability) or are prepared to take high risks. This recklessness is related to a lack of motivation and a poor sense of responsibility. According to the theory of planned behaviour, people are prepared to commit a deliberate offence or to take a deliberate risk if (1) in weighing the pros and cons the balance tips in favour of the dangerous behaviour (e.g. driving through a red light can be dangerous, but I’m in a hurry, there’s nothing coming, I can’t see any police, so I’m going to do it anyway), (2) their norms and values are opposed to the norms and values on which the traffic regulations are based (they think e.g. that people should as much as possible do what is prohibited, or that the rights of the strongest must prevail, etc.) and (3) they have poor control over their impulses (e.g. they get so angry with another driver that they are going to teach him/her a lesson).





Looking back at the list of causes suggested in the report “Potentially effective measures for new drivers”, we see that ‘poor behaviour routines’ and ‘mental overload’ can immediately be placed under the heading ‘lack of ability’, and that ‘high risk acceptance’, ‘biological and psychological immaturity’ and ‘the lifestyle of young people’ can be directly linked to ‘lack of will’. ‘Overestimation of own driving skills’ relates to both lack of ability and lack of will. The ‘exposure’ (the fact that young people frequently drive on e.g. weekend nights) is related to the lifestyle of young people, and hence falls indirectly under the heading ‘lack of will’.





Inexperience versus recklessness





What percentage of the underlying cause of accidents occurring among young new drivers is related to lack of ability and what percentage to lack of will? This question is difficult to answer. One certainty is that both aspects play a part. Even people who start to drive at a later age show higher accident involvement than experienced drivers. It may be assumed that these people have by now ‘settled down’, and that the lack of will (wilful risk taking behaviour) plays a substantially less important role. However, people who start to drive at the age of 30 are about half as likely to be involved in an accident during their first years of driving as those who start immediately in the first few years after becoming 18. If one assumes that those 30-year-olds have completely ‘settled down’, the cautious conclusion could be that half of the high accident involvement of young new drivers can be attributed to lack of ability, and half to lack of will. It is not correct, however, to directly draw this conclusion, because older new drivers have more problems in the area of ability than young new drivers; as people get older, it becomes more difficult to master the skills of driving. This would indicate that the share of recklessness in causing the accident involvement of young new drivers is rather greater than that of poor mastery of the higher order skills. Another indicator may be obtained from the difference between men and women. Both female and male young new drivers have a high level of accident involvement. However, that of young female new drivers is about half that of young male new drivers. It may be assumed that with respect to perceptual, cognitive and motor skills (seeing-thinking-doing), there is little difference between female and male new drivers. The difference must therefore be explained as a difference in will. It is known that young women are biologically more mature than men (e.g. no high testosterone levels, and therefore less impetuosity), have less high risk acceptance, and can empathise better with the weakest road users (children, cyclists, etc.) in traffic. These issues all relate to will. From these two indicators (young new drivers versus old new drivers and young new female drivers versus young new male drivers) it can be roughly deduced that 50% - 60% of the high accident involvement among new drivers can be attributed to recklessness (deficient will) and 50% - 40% to inexperience (especially deficiencies in the higher order skills).





What is a matter of training and what is a matter of gaining experience?





Opinions differ about whether higher order skills (traffic insight, anticipatory driving, defensive driving) can be taught. According to Harrison (1997), it is virtually impossible, and people gain this knowledge almost exclusively by doing a lot of driving. On the other hand, however, a few training programmes for higher order skills have been developed (such as interactive CD-roms on e.g. danger recognition), and these have been found to have some effect (McKenna and Crick, 1997). The best option probably consists of a mixture of building up experience (e.g. through supervised driving) and special training programmes (on simulators or specially developed CD-roms).





As mentioned above, the will to drive safely is connected with attitudes, norms and values, and the capacity to suppress inappropriate impulses. Although in principle these things can (partly) be taught, it is not easy. Good road safety attitudes are not acquired overnight. Their acquisition requires permanent road safety education. This means that not only during the initial driving instruction, but in fact long before that, ample attention should be given to the way in which people ought to behave in traffic. This argues for e.g. much more attention being given to road safety education in schools than is the case at present. Whether people behave dangerously in traffic or not also relates to their subjective estimation of risks and the subjective likelihood of being caught. The police will have to not only punish the kinds of traffic offences committed especially by young people more severely and more frequently, but also make clear by means of campaigns that this is what they are doing. Other forms of reward and punishment are also conceivable for improving the attitudes of young new drivers. For instance, in Norway young new drivers have to pay an extra high premium for their insurance, because of the increased risks that they run. However, this extra money plus a little more is given back to them if they manage to drive without being involved in an accident during the first few years. Another way of improving attitudes could be a points system.





Norms and values are, if possible, even more difficult to influence than attitudes. The dominant value orientations in a certain culture are open to change; however, any changes are gradual. If one looks at the orientation of ‘group’ versus ‘individual’, for instance, then it is striking that in Western societies this is shifting ever further towards ‘individual’. For road safety, this has both positive and negative consequences. On the one hand, it means that people are responsible for their own actions, and can therefore be called to account for them, but on the other hand it also entails an attitude of ‘self, self, self’. In view of the increase in instrumental aggression, it would seem that mainly the prevalence of self-interest is increasing strongly in traffic. Normative standards appear at the moment to be becoming blurred in many areas. Three institutions play an important role in the formation of norms and values: the family, the school and the group. The call for families to give more attention to norms and values is constantly growing stronger. This attention cannot, however, be realised overnight. Schools would also like to do more in the area of socio-cultural training, but usually do not have enough time. They also consider that this is more a task of the family than of the school. The group plays a very important part, especially among young people. Within many of the groups formed by young people, there is resistance to the dominant norms and values. This is more strongly the case for males than for females. In a group or ‘gang’ it is very easy for a code of macho behaviour to arise: wishing to prove oneself by doing dangerous things, etc.. Research has shown that young people who are members of a group with a dangerous lifestyle are more frequently involved in road accidents than young people who are not members of such a group. It is extremely difficult to exercise an influence on certain subcultures within society. For instance, the hard core of football supporters seems to be virtually closed to any kind of approach.





The extent to which people can control their impulses very much depends on the person him/herself. The one can quite easily put things into perspective, while the other cannot. It does seem to be the case, however, that irascibility in traffic is occurring more and more often. This is then described as an increase in emotional aggression. People become so enraged about the traffic behaviour of someone else that, in order to teach that person a lesson, they do dangerous things (e.g. tail gating). The control of impulses can scarcely if at all be positively influenced by means of training, rewards and punishments, or by means of public information.





The conclusions from the above discussion of the extent to which behaviour can be trained and influenced are that the high accident involvement among young new drivers can never be fully reduced. Little or nothing can be done about biological and psychological immaturity and the control of impulses. It is also extremely difficult to change norms and values, especially the norms and values in certain subgroups. Nevertheless, something can be done. Higher order skills (traffic insight, anticipatory driving, defensive driving) can partially be trained. Moreover, it should be possible to allow young people to gain driving experience in a protected environment (e.g. supervised driving). It is also conceivable that a good system of rewards and punishments, which has a positive effect on attitudes, could be realised.





This results in the following characteristics which a system must incorporate if the high accident involvement among young new drivers is to be tackled effectively:





the system must be gradual, young new drivers must be given the opportunity to acquire skills in a protected situation;


the system must include intermediate stages, so that drivers who demonstrate inadequacy can be sent back to a lower stage;


the system must include a mixture of rewards and punishments which have a positive influence on attitudes;


the system must result in mastery of higher order skills (traffic insight, anticipatory driving, defensive driving).





It is also important that more attention should be given to norms and values, and that during the period prior to the procedure for obtaining the driving licence, more attention should be given to road safety education.





Recommendations





In concrete terms, driving instruction should be divided into three stages. In the first stage, driving experience may be gained under the supervision of an appropriately qualified driver and under certain circumstances. This system has proved very successful in Sweden (a reduction in accident involvement among young new drivers of over 30%). The first stage could already commence at the age of 16. After the young person has passed a simple theory test, supplementary to the moped test, if applicable, he/she could then be permitted to drive under supervision. Some restrictions would be attached to this period. The accompanying driver must have been in possession of a driving licence for at least 5 years, and during this time must have driven a certain number of kilometres, must not have been involved in a serious accident, and must never have been fined for driving when over the legal limit for alcohol. The accompanying driver must also apply for a permit to act as a supervisor, and may only supervise the person for whom he/she has a permit. There should also be restrictions concerning the way in which the driving experience is gained. For instance, there may be no other passengers in addition to the supervisor, and the young person may only drive during daylight hours.





The second stage begins at the age of 18. At this age, the test for the provisional driving licence may be taken. This involves both a theory test and a practical test. The level will be more or less the same as that of the present driving test. However, the emphasis will lie somewhat more on socio-cultural objectives and traffic insight and somewhat less on concrete knowledge of traffic regulations. During the period prior to the test for the provisional licence (the stage of supervised driving), the young person may take formal driving lessons and theory lessons with a view to obtaining the provisional licence. During the second stage a system of restrictions and rewards and punishments is in force. During this stage, which lasts for two years, the young person may drive alone, but may not be caught driving when over the alcohol limit of 0.2 per mille or under the influence of drugs, and may not carry passengers. During this stage, however, it is permitted to drive at night. A points system also operates during this stage. If the young driver is fined for more than two minor offences, he/she must go back to the first stage (supervised driving) for 6 months. If he/she is involved in a road accident, or fined for a serious offence, he/she must immediately go back to the first stage for 6 months. During the second stage there is the opportunity to take a training course in higher order skills (traffic insight, anticipatory driving and defensive driving). After this course (which does not have difficult test requirements) has been passed, the full driving licence is awarded two years after the date of obtaining the provisional licence. If this course is not taken, a second practical test must be taken two years after the provisional licence was obtained. This test will concentrate mainly on traffic insight, and should have a high degree of difficulty.


�PAGE  �1�














