[image: image1.png]


[image: image3.wmf] 

[image: image6.wmf]

[image: image2.jpg]L )
IDEALEASE.





[image: image4.wmf]
[image: image5.wmf] 

  
As mentioned in last week’s Safety Brief, this week will kick off a series of articles devoted to driving behaviors.  Our thanks go to Dr. Leon James and Dr. Diane Nahl who, as a result of their research, have extensive information available on the subjects of aggressive driving and road rage.  Dr. James assisted us in locating much of the information we needed and we anticipate further assistance.  As we mentioned last week, good performance requires good training.  We suggest a program of continuing education so that drivers do not have to rely on experience alone.  Training should help to eliminate a lot of the mistakes made through trial and error while gaining experience.  Still, the techniques learned during training are ineffective if they aren’t used.  There are a lot of good driving techniques that are not being used today.  Our goal is to try to identify some of the reasons why some drivers don’t practice these techniques and, hopefully, we will be able to provide our readers with information they can use to help drivers improve.
Historical Perspective on Aggressive Driving 
In North America, cars have been mass-produced for 104 years, and there are 177 million licensed drivers in the United States.  Driving is the most dangerous activity for the majority of people in industrialized society.  Driving accidents have killed millions of people since 1900, and the number of deaths and injuries increase in proportion to the number of drivers, and the total number of miles driven in a given area.  There has been some progress; more and safer roads with better traction, visibility, and maintenance.  Improved cars equipped with new safety devices and crash proof designs that save lives—safety belts, air bags, child restraint car seats, shock absorption and controlled collapse.  Better medical emergency services and infrastructure on streets and highways resulting in more survivors after crashes.  The list goes on.

It’s important to note that despite improvements in these areas, when viewed over decades, the rate of traffic deaths and injuries remains relatively constant.  For instance, in the 1950s the annual fatality rate due to automobile collisions was around 50,000 while in the 1990s it is near 40,000.  Yes, there has been a reduction, but the curve has quickly leveled off and remains high, around 40,000 deaths and approaching 6 million injuries annually.  There are two opposing forces that contribute to these results.  External environmental forces operate to increase safety and reduce risk, such as modern highway management and car design.  Internal individual forces operate to maintain high risk at the expense of safety, such as:

· Widespread acceptance of a competitive norm that values getting ahead of other drivers. 

· A daily schedule of time pressure and mismanagement with rushing and routinely disobeying traffic laws.

· Incomplete driver education curricula so that most people have inadequate training in emotional self-control as drivers.

· Media portrayals of aggressive driving behaviors in a fun context. 

· A psychological tendency to maintain a preferred level of risk, so that people increase their risk level when environmental improvements are introduced (also called "risk homeostasis").
Scientists and safety officials attribute this resistance to accident reduction to the attitude and behavior of drivers who tend to respond to safety improvements by driving more dangerously.  It has been noted that a critical aspect of driving is the driver’s competence in balancing risk with safety.  The risk in driving is largely under the control of the driver.  The driver decides in each moment what risks to take and which to inhibit or avoid.  Risk taking is a tendency that varies greatly among drivers as well as for the same driver under different conditions.  Thus, if a road is made safer by straightening it, or by removing objects that interfere with visibility, drivers will compensate for the greater safety by driving faster—the "risk homeostasis" phenomenon (Wilde, 1994; Summala, 1987).

The result is the maintenance of a constant subjective feeling of risk that is the normal habitual threshold for a particular driver.  In such a driving environment, the rate of deaths or injuries tends to remain high despite numerous safety improvements.  The societal response to the stalemate between road safety and individual risk tolerance has been to increase enforcement activities by monitoring, ticketing, and jailing hundreds of thousands of drivers.  Nevertheless, the number of deaths and injuries has remained nearly steady.  Besides law enforcement, there has been an increase in litigation due to aggressive driving disputes between drivers, as well as the growth of psychotherapy and counseling services, including anger management clinics and workshops, and community initiatives.  These scattered attempts have not caused a change in basic driving patterns. 

There are solutions.  Watch for future articles.( 
Information provided by Dr. Leon James, Professor of Psychology & Dr. Diane Nahl, Associate Professor of Information and Computer Sciences.  Visit www.DrDriving.org for more information and to obtain their book entitled “Road Rage and Aggressive Driving: Steering Clear of Highway Warfare.  A video training course is also available entitled “RoadRageous” 
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Brought to you by Idealsafe at 402-474-4166.


Email: psc@psccorp.com
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This publication is provided for information purposes only and is not intended as a complete or exhaustive source of compliance or safety information.  This “Safety Brief” is advisory in nature and does not warrant, guarantee, or otherwise certify compliance with laws, regulations, requirements, or guidelines of any local, state, or Federal agency and/or governing body, or industry standards.
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