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The accident record of young drivers, particularly males, is well known, with under-24 year old men accounting for a fifth of all of those killed or seriously injured on our roads. Their accident rate is disproportionate to the percentage of drivers they represent. For example, although 17 – 21 year olds account for only 6% of licence holders they accounted for 12% of drivers in road accidents in 2005.  
We wanted to understand what factors: physical; psychological and educational contributed to this high accident rate so commissioned SHM, a consultancy with expertise in understanding what motivates young people, to undertake a qualitative study on our behalf.
Summary of findings 
The definition of good driving -  The young people involved in this research defined being a good driver as the mastery of three different and parallel kinds of activity:

· Driving as a physical activity – interacting with the car and with the environment. This involves knowing how to handle a car, the car’s capabilities, your own capabilities, awareness of the physical environment such as road and weather conditions and awareness of other drivers and how to anticipate them.  Driving well as a physical activity requires that the driver maintains the right level of mental alertness.
· Driving as a social activity – operating in a shared space governed by social rules.  This involves the driver having to understand the (largely unwritten) rules of the road – the ‘culture’ of driving. You have to drive in ways that are mindful of others – courteous, considerate and comprehensible.  Driving well from a social point of view requires that the driver maintains the right level of assertiveness.
· Driving as an emotional activity – maintaining the right frame of mind.  This involves striking a balance on the following spectrum: 

a)  in a panic --- in the moment (optimum) --- zoned out/laid back

b)  aggressive/frustrated --- assertive/patient (optimum) --- cowed/nervous

The driving test - Respondents were universally agreed that the current process of passing the test contributes little to the experience of ‘real’ driving.
On the physical side there were believed to be constraints on the driver’s behaviour at the wheel while learning (e.g. ’10 to 2’, mirror-checking, speed limits, lack of distractions) which means he/she doesn’t learn about his/her real capabilities at that point.  Also, the learner will not have experienced some environments such as night or motorway driving. Passing the test is the moment at which the novice driver start finding out how much he/she can deal with.
On the social side it was found that getting rid of the L-plates marks the entry into the ‘culture’ of driving. There are still many rules to learn: all the young driver knows is that the rules he/she’s had to abide by so far are not the real rules.  An example of this is speeding where respondents felt it was far more important to obey the social lore of driving at the speed of the traffic than obeying the literal law of the legal speed limit.
On the emotional side, many emotions have been held in balance by the constraint/support of an instructor but as soon as they have passed they’re on their own and have to find their balance on the panicked/laid back and aggressive/nervous spectrums.
Instructors who impart some of the ‘real rules’ of driving are viewed with real gratitude. Young people prize a relationship based on honesty and openness and sharing the ‘real rules’ can add to the conviction that the rules taught are empty constraints. (An example being a Driving Instructor post test who told his pupil ‘Now you can drive like I do’). Some young people draw on informal instruction from friends and family but this is not always productive.
‘Real’ driving is learnt from experience, which includes having accidents or near misses, suffering the humiliating experience of annoying other drivers and building or losing confidence.

Models of driving - The talent model is, in essence, a belief that good drivers are ‘born not made’.  It makes the post-test phase potentially much more dangerous as drivers are more likely to see instruction as a constraint and to dismiss what they have learned and be more likely to dismiss feedback. This can be from friends and family who they dismiss as nervous drivers, from other drivers who they will blame rather than themselves or from accidents where they are more likely to claim that bad luck or an inadequate car are to blame. The talent model drivers are likely to ‘dead reckon’ new challenges, rather than increase the level of challenge by small increments.  It can be shaken by an accident that shakes what the driver will later describe as ‘over-confidence’. The opposite of the talent model is the competence model - a belief that one's ability as a driver is entirely a function of experience.
Publication

The report will be published on the Department’s website on 18 December 2006 and in hard copy shortly thereafter.
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