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INTRODUCTION

Current policy initiatives around road use, particularly thet of "Arrive Alive' use a scientific, rationa choice
model to both explain and influence road user behaviours'. Embedded in this macro theoretical framework
is the middle leve theory of "risk behaviour”. Risk is dleged to play a mgor role in shaping behaviour
(Eaton and Eaton, 1995:141), in that people act out of information-based rationdity. They choose to take
risks or are risk averse according to their perception of costs and benefits, which most cruddly, articulate
samply in terms of monetary vaue (Eaton and Eaton, 1995:141). At both levels of theory, knowledge and
atitudes are seen as the crucid condructs that determine human practices (Campbel and Williams,
1996:58).

The problems with this approach are severd. Within the risk paradigm itsdf, perceptions of risk more often
than not, are rdative rather than absolute, sSince every action taken implies some eement of choice and
therefore risk. More generdly, people's actions are not Smply or even mostly a matter of discretionary
choice. What people do, how they act is often motivated by necessity and shaped by pre-existing socid
rdations that are grester than each individual®. These structural relations impose constraints on behaviour
that far outweigh discretionary choices. Rather, they often provide the framework in which discretionary
choices are made. Assumptions about risk taking or averson cannot account for often overarching
sructural determinants. The theory aso ignores or can't account for non-science based rationaes which
underpin much human socid interaction. Rdligious and supernaturd belief systems as wel as stereotypica
assumptions of others within and outside particular communities or societies, exist Sde by sde informed,
science based rationales. These rationdities (and irrationdities) can act in a complementary way. But
equaly, they can be contradictory.

Given that agency (human behaviour) is shaped by multiple factors - competing rationdities and belief
systems, structurd congraints and necessity - it seems unlikely that risk behaviour ‘theory' is likely to
adequately account for peopl€'s use of the road.

1t is coupled with active enforcement (theimposition of structural constraints) through which road user behavior is
externally regulated .

%1n one of the few studies to look at these i ssues ( Marcus 1997) it was found that work was acrucial determinant of
how truck drivers use the road, with implications for their safety and health aswell astheir interpersonal and working
relations.
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Under the dogan "road deaths are no accident” the Arrive Alive Campaign, for indance, assumes human
agency to be the primary cause of road accidents. It holds that if road users are better informed (and better
regulated), they will act on what they know to minimise or avoid bad road use behaviours. While this kind
of assumption may resonate in a science based, rationa choice framework of belief where individuals can
and do act to regulate their environment, the question needs to be asked about its impact on people who
operate through different rationalities, prgudices or irrationalities. The purpose of this paper is to explore
the extent to which non-scientific belief systemsinform road user behaviour.

STUDY APPROACH AND OUTLINE

This paper draws on the findings from three case sudies carried out in Pietermaritzburg. The firgt is a sudy
of 100 taxi drivers operating in the local and long distance taxi businessin the KwaZulu Natd midlands’.
The second is a sudy of 100 private vehicle drivers 60 years old or older who hold vaid drivers licences
and have been active drivers for the past 5 years'. And the third is a study of 100 young drivers who have
valid driving licences and are between 18 and 35 years of age®. Respondents in dl three studies were
sdected usng non-probability sampling, generating indicative results that provide indghts into issues and
trends without being generalisable to the larger study populations. Race and sex were conscious criteria for
respondent selection, athough this was not carried out in a systematic way. Interviews were conducted
face-to-face at two mgor shopping mals and during off pesk times at the city centre's taxi ranks. All three
are cross sectiona studies using quantitative methods, asking open and closed ended questions from pre-
designed structured questionnaires.

OVERVIEW OF RESULTS

The study populations

The taxi drivers are mosily male (n=97). Most respondents are African (n=84) athough a fairly szesble
minority of Indians (n=15) agreed to participate in the study. Coloured taxi drivers were reluctant to be
interviewed, with the result that it was possible to get only one Coloured respondent. Most drivers are
young adults. 69% are at or below 29, the average age of respondents and over four fifths (n=88) are 35
or younger. The mgority of drivers were born (n=92) and presently reside (n=99) in KwaZulu Natal, with
most being from (n=62) and daying in (n=84) RFietermaritzburg. Educationdly, the mgority of drivers
(n=97) are functiondly literate. Only three have no (n=1) or incomplete (n=2) primary education. Just
under hdf (n=46) have incomplete secondary education, 36 have completed matric and 9 have non-
univergity tertiary education. Over two fifths of the drivers describe themselves as the sole (n=29) or
primary (n=14) breadwinner in their households while the remainder earn to meet their own needs. Of the
|latter, most (n=36) make occasona money contributions to their families with twelve saying that they never
contributed. The mgority of drivers (n=72) work in the local, short distance taxi business. The remainder
work in both short and long distance passenger trangport, with the exception of three who work long
distance only. Only five taxi drivers interviewed describe their hedth as average to poor. The rest consider
themsalves to be in excdlent (n=56) or good (n=39) hedth.

The aged respondents are both mae (n=58) and female (n=42). The mgjority are white - 69 are English
speaking, 18 are Afrikaans speaking - and afew (n=13) are African, reflecting the lower leves of private
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car ownership among the black population. Respondents range in age from 60 to 86 years. Three fifths are
below 70, the average age of the sample. Most (n=83) describe their hedlth status as excdlent, with only a
handful who describe it as average (n=10) or poor (n=7).

In the study of young drivers respondents are more or less evenly divided between men (n=53) and women
(n=47). In terms of race, 41% are African, 29% are white and Indians and Coloureds make up 15% of the
sample, respectively. The average age of respondentsis 23 and al are 35 years old or younger. Nine out
of ten describe their present hedlth status positively - as good or very good. Nine say their hedlth is average
with only two who describe themselves as in poor hedth.

Driving Experience

Of the drivers who participated in the taxi research nearly half (n=47) are inexperienced drivers, having
been licensed to drive for five or fewer years. 37 have had licences for gx to 10 years, with the remainder
having licenses for 11 or more years. Of the latter, two have had licenses for over 30 years.

In terms of public drivers licenses’, it is worth noting that 74 taxi drivers obtained permits to transport
people smultaneoudy or shortly after they qudified to drive and without having had any red road use
experience. Relatively spesking, the magority of taxi drivers interviewed are newcomers to passenger
trangport. Four fifths have been working in the sector for five years or less, with 11% having 12 months or
less driving experience. Moreover, their entry into the sector, for the most part, is not from ardated field of
experience. Mogt (n=68) were scholars and students or unemployed, while 32 had some prior work
experience. Of the |atter, only seven were drivers and two were taxi assstants.

Smilarly, young adult, private vehicle drivers in this Sudy have little road use experience and are relative
newcomers to driving. The mgority (n=83) have been driving for five or fewer years and one in ten have
less than a years driving experience. By contrast, the driving experience of aged respondents ranges from
16 to 70 years, with an average of 45 years of road usage.

Road Use

The three populations use the road for different reasons. For taxis drivers it is, first and foremogt, their
place of work. They start work between four and six o clock in the morning and they end between five and
seven thirty in the evening. Only three respondents work an eeven hour day. The rest work anywhere
between 12 and 15 hours during the week. For aged and young, private vehicle drivers trip generation is
essentialy for shopping, accessing services and socidizing purposes. Only six aged but 40 young drivers
need the car to access work, but their work place is not the road. While many old and young drivers use
their cars daily (n=61 and n=49, respectively) a substantial minority drive intermittently - once or twice a
week (N=22, each) or even less frequently (n=17 and n=29, respectively).

As a conseguence of their different need for transport, their road use patterns are different. Only those
who are going to work are likely to become part of the common pool of road users travelling to and from
their workplace during peak hours. Both young and old drivers tend to shop and socidize during off pesk
traffic hours. This said, even when needs and activities are smilar, how people meet them is influenced by
age. Young private vehicle users tend to drive a any time of the day or night. Only a few use them a

® Now called Professional Drivers Permits, the only requirements of the applicant isthat ¥heisin good health, has had
no convictions for road use offences and can afford the license fee. Monitoring of road use is done through an annual
renewal process aswell as spot checks of vehicles and drivers. Drivers who transport ht epublic are not required to
undergo further or special training.



specified times, and thisis mostly because the cars they use are a resource they share with others - parents
or shlings. By contrast, aged drivers mostly use their cars during the daytime, with a large number (n=40)
specifying thar preference for driving in the mornings. Also, many (n=61) say thet there are Stuations that
they now choose to avoid, dthough they drove in them in the past. Particularly, they mention night driving,
driving on busy roads, driving in bad weether or unfamiliar areas and driving long distances.

Given their different needs and patterns of road usage, do their perceptions of road safety and risk differ?

Per ceptions of Road Safety and the Sour ce of Risk on the Road

In terms of genera road safety, perceptions across dl three study populations are remarkably smilar, as
the chart opposte shows. The
most noteble difference is among
Young 47 | 37 | 16] taxi drivers. Fewer tend to see
the roads as unsafe and more
tend to emphasise the ambiguity
of the roads as both safe and
unsafe places. No doubt ther
Taxidrivers 43 | 27 | 30 | perceptions are influenced by the
fact that they are exposed to a
range of road conditions on a

Perceptions of General Safety of the Roads

Aged 52 | 39 [ o]

| OSafe OUnsafe OBoth |

daily basis, and of course, they have to be there in order to make aliving.

All three study populations identify smilar dangers on the road adthough each give different weight and
emphasis to the risks and their causes. One of the biggest dangers for dl road usersis being involved in an
accident. Bad driving is recognised by dl to be the main cause of accidents. Taxi drivers (n=98) mention
speeding, overloading and drinking and driving as particularly hazardous road practices. Many aso mention
the poor condition of thelr vehicles (n=94), limited training (n=86) and fatigue (n=82) as well as bad
westher (n=87) and poor road conditions (n=80) as factors that make them vulnerable to road accidents.
Apart from bad practices and conditions that are seen to cause accidents, many taxi driver respondents
think that pedestrians (n=84) and to a lesser extent private motorists (n=57) cause accidents. There isaso
a minority (n=29) tha believe that road accidents are caused by unrequited spirits - the ghosts of people
who have died in road accidents but who have not been properly laid to rest.

Young drivers mainly dtribute the risk of accidents to bad driving. Notably respondents single out
themsdlves, as a category of drivers who have bad practices. Most fed that young drivers drive too fast
(n=91), take too many risks (n=80), drive recklesdy (n=63) and don't obey road rules. Despite
recognisng these problems in themsealves or other young drivers, and articulating a universaly fdt fear of
accidents (n=95) most (n=81) do not rate themsalves as a category as the worst road users. Rather the
most common perception (N=38) is that taxi and truck drivers are the worst - because they are "running for
money", dways in a hurry, drive unroadworthy vehicles, drive long distances and suffer from fatigue.
Drunken drivers are dso identified by a substantid minority (n=21) as bad road users.

Aged drivers dso fear accidents. However, these fears stem not from perceptions of their own road use
practices, but rather from that of others. They regard themselves as safe, competent drivers who don't take
chances on the road and make fewer mistakes than other drivers. They adso drive dowly and are
consderate of others. Mogt (n=68) strongly fed that they are not dangerous on the road, especidly



because they are more inclined to take account of thelr own limitations. Many (n=57) rather regard taxi
drivers as the worgt road users, saying tha they bresk dl the rules of the road and behave in a highly
unpredictable manner. Severd see men and pedestrians (n=14, respectively) as the worst road users, while
the remainder see various other categories of road users as the worgt.

Another road related risk mentioned by a mgority of taxi drivers (n=88), haf the young respondents and
15 aged respondents is hijacking and robbery. This perceived risk is a reflection of the type and levd of
crimein our society and people's sense of vulnerability on the road and more generdly.

Other perceived road risks for many young drivers are fear of being caught on the road bresking rules
(n=51) and to alesser extent, driving a night (n=34). Aged drivers fear that their reaction time may be too
dow when they have to make a quick decison. They aso fed pressured to drive faster than they would
like and some have difficulty reading or predicting the actions of others, especialy when the roads are busy.

Given their need for and use of the road network, the question is whether road users fed that they can
influence safety on the roads? In other words, do their experiences and perceptions of the hazards of road
use trandate into a sense of agency and is this sense of agency informed by science- or non-science based
rationdity or indeed, other beliefs? Only the taxi driver study specificaly probed this problem. Some leve
of inference can be drawn from responses to other issues in the other two studies, athough these would
have to be studied further.

Per ceptions of Agency

By saying that they avoid night driving, driving in unfamiliar areas or in bad westher as wel as not taking
long trips or even by not driving at particular times of the day, aged drivers articulate a sense of agency.
They try, as best they can, to avoid Stuations on the road that would endanger them or create a condition
of risk. At the same time, they are acutely aware that many of the conditions on the road are beyond their
control. Particularly the speed of the flow of traffic or the way other road users - particularly taxi drivers -
drive. Neverthdess, by their own account, they enter this milieu and take their chances, abat under
conditions they consder most auspicious. And they act in thisway out of necessity.

While nearly dl young adult drivers fear accidents, and many recognise their own behaviour on the road to
be contrary to safe road practices, only about three fifths (n=63) think that they can do something to
prevent accidents. While most have a sense of agency, their reading of dangers on the road and the way
they actudly behave suggests that their actions are sgnificantly influenced by inexperience, age and s,
dthough the last only came through in an undergated way in the study. By their own admission they are
more likely to disobey road rules, speed and drive recklesdy as well as enter into Stuations on the road
known by them to be of high risk. The fata cocktall of youth, inexperience and masculinity generates an
agency that supersedes the imperatives of necessity or a science based rationaity of risk.

As to the taxi drivers, this fatal cocktall combines with the additiona onerous Structural compulsion of
peeding, overloading, working long hours and driving vehicles that are not necessarily as safe as they
ought to be in order to earn their livelihood. Yet, most (n=71) too have a sense of agency. Of these half
(n=36) fed they can influence conditions on the road by regulaing their own behaviour, i.e. by driving
safely and obeying the rules, as wdl as by thinking about and anticipating other road users. The other half
(n=35) are somewhat more tentative. They say they may be able to influence road safety by driving safdly,
but this aso depends on the behaviour of other road users as well as on other factors. A substantia



minority (n=29) feds tha they are unable to influence safety on the road. They say that they have neither
the power nor the ability to prevent road accidents or influence the behaviour of other road users.

A smple assumption might be that this sense of
powerlessness and lack of agency derives from
5 a non-scientific rationdity, such as the beief in
14 unrequited spirits as the cause of serious or fata
road accidents. The chart opposite shows that
” the bdief in the myth of the ghodt is strongest
21 amongst those who fed ambiguous about ther
ability to influence road conditions. It is even
reldively sronger amongst those who fed that

Belief in Ghost by Ability to Influence Road Safety

10

26

Yes Maybe No they can pogtively influence road safety than
Influence Road Safety those who say they cannot. In fact, only five
| O Don't Believe in Myth OBelieve in Myth | respondents who sy they can't influence road

sdfety bdievein thismyth.

This finding reflects two things. On the one hand, the non-science rationdity of the myth of the ghost does
not deprive people of agency. On the contrary, there are prescribed actions to follow to appesse
unrequited spirits and more generdly, to protect the driver and his vehicle. These include the ritua daughter
of a white goat or a white chicken, taking prescribed herba remedies (muti) and "checking passengers
eyes'. Fifteen drivers report carrying out one or more such rituals while seven bdieve there is nothing they
can do to appease the spirits.

On the other hand, the finding suggests

that individuds sense of agency is

None conditioned by factors other than belief

4% sysems or voluntarist behaviour. Here

Robbery/ Combi paticularly ingtitutiond and structural

Hijack 52% determinants are seen to be important.

30% With or without their own sense of agency

sverd drivers fed that road user

Aids\/ behaviour and control depends on other

3% factors, including the role of government

Accide and especidly of law enforcement.

11% Another dimension of the problem of road

risk and agency lies in the weight taxi

drivers give to road accidents relative to other perceived risks on and off the road. At least for this study

population, accidents on their own do not stand out as the most commonly perceived serious persond risk.

The chart shows that the largest group of respondents fedls that adtogether or in some combination

accidents, crime and violence (hijacking, robbery and taxi disputes) and AIDS are of equa risk to them.
Where respondents disaggregate risks, crime far outweighs accidents or fear of AIDS.

Taxi Drivers' Perceptions of Relative Risks

Largely, their hierarchy of risk ssemsto be informed by their sense of agency, that is, whether they fed they
are able to be proactive and prevent these dangers befaling them personaly or not. Where risks were
specificdly itemised, while only two taxi drivers fdt they could do anything about hijacking, robbery and
taxi violence, over a quarter (n=26) felt they could do something about accident prevention and 15 felt they
could protect themsdves from AIDS. With the exception of 11 drivers who fet themsaves unable to do



anything about any of the risks they faced, the remainder generdly said they could act to prevent or at least
reduce the dangers they faced.

THE GRIEFS THAT CAUSE ACCIDENTS

By way of conclusion, we need to go back to the initid problem, namely the extent to which science-based
rationdity informs socid behaviour. The smadl studies presented here suggest interesting possihilities.

All three studies underscore that a science-based rationdity is pervasive among the populations sampled.
Such knowledge, be it limited or extensve, informs peoples perceptions and to some extent their
behaviours. This is a particularly important finding with respect to taxi drivers. Racia prejudices, assumed
as wdl as actud culturd differences and the impact of the sructure of the indudtry itsdf combine to
generate a stereotype of irrationa and young (as well not so young) men who are beyond reason. This data
suggests otherwise,

This said, their sense of agency or ability to act in particular ways is not smply informed by voluntaristic
choices. Their worries - speeding, overloading, driving vehicles that are not road worthy, working long
hours - are an expresson of the problems of their conditions of work, and how they earn their living.
Structurd condraints as well as existing socid relations in the trangport sector impel them to behave in a
way that is contrary to how many know they should behave. Smilarly with aged drivers, who have
modified their patterns of road use through self- reflection, an assessment of generd road conditions and
changes in their lifestyle patterns. Despite the changes they have indtituted, they have to enter a milieu that
they "know" to be risky, and they do so because the imperatives of necessty outweigh their sense of
danger.

People hold and work from non-science based rationdities and other beliefs as well as prgjudices at the
same time as science based rationdity. These studies show that rather than implying an absence of agency,
people act on other rationdities as well as irrationdities. In so doing their actions may be complementary,
neutral, or indeed counter to the logic of science based rational choice.



Among taxi drivers, belief in the myth of the ghost as a cause of accidents and a generd source of risk on
the road is not pervasive. Moreover, acknowledging these griefs that cause accidents does not rule out
agency based on the logic of science. Mot of those who believe in this myth also recognise that their sefety
on the road is influenced by the way and conditions under which they drive. And most fed they can or
might be able to do something to limit these dangers.

Ironicaly, age, as a socid as much as a biological condition, is percelved to be a grief that causes
accidents, epecialy with respect to young men. In al three studies the generd perception of young adult
drivers suggest their behaviour as road users reflects their inexperience and a measure of irrationality based
on pervasve sense of infdlibility and bravado.

The Arrive Alive campaign focuses on behavioural change through information and enforcement. These
findings suggest that it needs to srengthen its focus on agency within the logic of its science informed
rationdity. Smultaneoudy, it might do well to draw on or address exigting, non-science rationdities since
they inform afairly szeable minority of important road users. Ladtly, the irrationdities of road use - be they
driven by age (and masculinity) or the imperatives of "doing business' - need to be addressed through
Sructurd interventions.
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