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LETTER TO EDITOR

Re: Improving Road Safety through
Deterrence-Based Initiatives
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To the Editor,

The review paper by Jeremy D. Davey and James E. Freeman on Improving Road Safety through Deterrence-
Based Initiatives, published in SQUM]J in February 2011, is an interesting discussion and overview of this
important topic.! The clarity of the presentation and the balanced view provided by the authors add much
value to the paper. In addition, stressing the aspects of culture and cultural change in relation to road safety
practices is of particular importance.

As asserted by the authors, the deterrence-based approach is not the magic panacea for road traffic
accidents, nor does it provide lasting behavioural changes. Despite the theoretical appeal of deterrence as a
control measure for the performance of the drivers, evidence shows repeatedly that legislation and deterrence-
based approaches to change behavior of road users produce weak, marginal or transient results.*** Studies
over several decades have shown inconsistent results. It appears that what is more potentially important in
this context than deterrence-based legislations is a deeper understanding of required changes in the social
atmosphere.®

Successful law enforcement is based on its capacity to build an effective deterrent peril to road users
and its appeal to the culture. In this letter, we would like to share with you a basic analysis of the offences
and crashes data reported by the Royal Oman Police (ROP) in the last 10 years, viz. 2000 to 2009.° In the
year 2000, ROP ticketed around 230,000 offences which is equivalent to around a half offence per registered
vehicle during that year. By 2009, the number of offences had increased almost eight-fold exceeding 1,800,000
offences with around 2.5 offences per vehicle. During all those years, Omani male drivers were responsible
for more than 90% of all offences.

If we focus on speeding, which is the highly cited cause of death from road traffic incidents (RTI) in
Oman and elsewhere,”” we see that speeding related offences as a percentage of all traffic offences have
increased from around 32% in 2000 to over 85% in 2009. At the same time, the number of crashes attributed
to speeding increased from 39% to around 51% during the same period.

Elsewhere, longitudinal research has shown that receiving speeding fines is actually associated with
increased risk of getting ensuing speeding tickets.!” This may indicate that enforcing speeding tickets alone
may not be effective. There is, therefore, a need to consider other deterrence strategies that considers the
context. Quoting Davey JD and Freeman JE, "the effectiveness of any deterrence-based enforcement practice
is heavily dependent upon increasing motorists’ perceptions regarding the risk of being apprehended for an
offence, e.g., general deterrence". However, the question is what are the perceptions of "risk" and "speeding"
of our young drivers?

Culturally determined bias is an important factor in the perception of risk and the causes of accidents.!
As such, it is of paramount importance to address the socio-cultural aspects of accidents. For example, the
core component of speed, i.e. time, needs to be considered within the broader social context. Traditional
communities, like Oman and other Gulf countries, lived previously in a more relaxed manner as their time was



not dictated by the clock, but by social and religious events, such as daily prayers.'? The rapid modernisation
process has created a new perception of time with clock-time dominating some daily activities (e.g. work)
and event-driven time continuing to play a role in some other parts of people’s daily lives such as prayers and
social affairs.”® Vehicles themselves have contributed to this profound change in the perception and collapse
of time.'*'* Such socio-cultural dimensions of the speeding problem should not escape analysis when seeking
deterrence strategies for this problem in our region.
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Authors’ Response

Firstly, the authors would like to thank the editor for the opportunity to respond to Dr. Al-Azri’s and Dr. Al-
Maniri’s letter. Secondly, while the current authors also accept that deterrence-based approaches should act as
only one cornerstone of a suite of interventions and public policy initiatives designed to improve road safety,
deterrence-based approaches have nonetheless consistently proven to be a valuable resource to improve road
safety."? Dr. Al-Azri and Dr. Al-Maniri reinforce their assertion about the limited utility of deterrence by
citing drink driving research, and the issue of drink driving is particularly relevant within the current context
given that the problem of driving after drinking has historically been addressed through deterrence-based
approaches. While the effectiveness of deterrence-based approaches to reduce drink driving will always
be dependent upon a range of situational and contextual factors (including police enforcement practices,
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cultural norms, etc.), the utilisation of this approach has proven particularly effective within Queensland,
Australia. For example, a relatively recent comprehensive review of Random Breath Testing in Queensland
demonstrated that this initiative not only had a deterrent impact upon self-reported intentions to drink
and drive, but was also found to have significantly reduced alcohol-related fatalities in the state.> However,
the authors agree that deterrence-based approaches can be particularly transient and thus require constant
“topping up” not least through sustained public reinforcement, which was clearly articulated in the seminal
work by Homel.!

Dr. Al-Azri and Dr. Al-Maniri reinforce their assertion regarding the weak link between deterrence-based
approaches and positive road safety outcomes by focusing on speeding-related research, which is another
central road safety concern that has been historically addressed through the application of deterrence-based
sanctions e.g., speeding fines, loss of licence, etc. Additionally, the issue of utilising deterrence approaches
to reduce speeding offences is arguable more relevant (compared to drink driving) for the current context in
Oman. The authors cite a 10-year evaluation of speeding offences in Oman® which demonstrated a sizeable
increase in the number of recorded speeding offences and speeding-related crashes (even after considering
offences per registered vehicle) as well as a Maryland study that provided preliminary evidence that receiving
speeding fines may increase the risk of receiving further fines.* In regards to the former, this study is
similar to other research that has failed to find a positive relationship between fixed speeding penalties and
improvements in driving behaviour,® although it is noted that an opposing body of research does exist that has
demonstrated that increases in the severity of penalties can lead to a decrease in accidents and injury rates.®
What remains evident is that a range of factors are likely to impact also upon what would seem a relatively
simple analysis between speeding offences and crash outcomes, not least changes in policing activities and
enforcement styles, modernisation of vehicles, improvements in road conditions, improvements in speeding
detection procedures, etc. Additionally, the origins of this counter-intuitive effect may be found within a
wider social sphere, as “cultural norms” may dilute any deterrent effect that is produced through the threat of
sanctions, such as the cultural acceptance of speeding-related practices in order to meet increasing modern
day deadlines. Additionally, researchers are beginning to demonstrate that there are a range of personal and
social rewards that appear to contribute to speeding, which may ultimately have a counterproductive impact
upon deterrent processes.” Another particularly salient factor is the issue of punishment avoidance (e.g.,
committing an offence and avoiding detection) and it is noteworthy that recent speeding-related research has
also demonstrated that the effectiveness of the severity of the penalty is also dependent upon the perceived
certainty of punishment.®® In short, the effectiveness of any deterrence-based initiative to reduce speeding
related offences will be heavily dependent upon its capacity to detect offences regularly, which will initially
prove a particularly daunting task when a community increasingly embraces vehicles as a primary mode of
transport.

In regards to the later study, the Maryland research also demonstrated that those who initially received
a speeding fine during the sample period were significantly more likely to be younger males who were also
more likely to be cited for a drink driving offence.* This finding provides further evidence that sanctions are
not an equally effective deterrent for all motorists, and may yet prove to be least effective among younger
cohorts who are less inclined to calculate consequences associated with a utilitarian model. This is also in
line with current research that continues to demonstrate that younger drivers are at an increased risk of
engaging in other forms of deviant driving behaviour and thus are also overrepresented in crash statistics.*
This central issue also relates to Dr. Al-Azri’s and Dr. Al-Maniri’s question of what are the perceptions of
"risk" and "speeding"” of younger drivers? It is noted that both understanding and changing perceptions of
risk has proven particularly difficult among younger cohorts, and thus a considerable amount of research
is still required in this area to reduce crash-involvement among this high need group. However, similar to
the central tenet of Dr. Al-Azri’s and Dr. Al-Maniri’s letter, the current authors agree that it is likely that
researchers and practitioners will need to look beyond purely deterrence-based approaches to create change.
For example, emerging research is beginning to illuminate the fact that younger drivers’ speeding behaviours
may be more influenced by their peer support network than the threat of sanctions.

As a result, the current authors also assert that both research and policy increasingly need to consider
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the wider socio-cultural factors that influence driving behaviours as well as crash risk. However, this will no
doubt continue to prove a difficult task as it is widely accepted that a plethora of factors can influence any
driving decision. These include the array of factors associated with both the modernisation of communities
as well as technological improvements in vehicle design and performance. Therefore, it is imperative that
deterrence-based approaches are complemented with well-informed and targeted media campaigns (as well
as other public policy initiatives) that clearly highlight the heightened dangers which are associated with
increased reliance on vehicles to meet the demands of modern living.

Finally, one of the greatest challenges that remains for road safety practitioners (that was not considered in
the review paper or the corresponding letter) is the need to develop better methods to bridge the gap between
theoretical understandings of behaviour modification (e.g., principles of deterrence) and the corresponding
practical application of theory-based interventions to create lasting change among motorists. Additionally,
there is a need to identify the conditions under which lasting deterrent effects can be achieved. Despite this
substantial challenge, such efforts are clearly worthwhile when considering the tremendous personal and
economic cost of road crashes worldwide.'? Such efforts will also no doubt take the form of scientific inquiry
as well as active debate, both of which have a complementary place in the pursuit of improvements in road
safety.
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