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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
In Britain, a third of road traffic fatalities are pedestrians or cyclists. Media Received 3 March 2021
reporting may play a key role in shaping how people interpret these events. Accepted 6 September 2021

We conduct in-depth Critical Discourse Analysis of a sample of 17 London KEYWORDS
Evening Standard articles, covering car-bicycle, car-pedestrian, and bicycle- Cycling; walking;
pedestrian fatality collisions. Using Van Leeuwen'’s Social Actor model we find transportation; collisions;
that drivers involved in collisions are backgrounded, except those who failed newspaper reporting;
to stop, who are portrayed as exceptional. Pedestrian casualties are framed discourse analysis
episodically, i.e. as individual incidents not linked to wider contexts. Cyclist

fatalities are presented thematically, although this common theme was

cycling itself, not infrastructure, policy, or driver behaviour. When involved

in pedestrian fatality collisions, cyclists are directly described as participants,

rather than referred to indirectly through their vehicle as drivers are. Thus,

narratives tend to erase driver agency in collisions while highlighting agency

for cyclists, and pedestrian deaths appear as isolated incidents rather than part

of a wider structural pattern. We identify three key tropes: rogue drivers,

typical cyclists, and tragic pedestrians. The analysis shows how these, and

the reporting patterns identified here, help to reproduce assumptions about

risk posed to others by different modes, and consequent responsibility for

crashes.

Introduction
Road collisions and road safety

In Britain, 1,752 people died in 2019 in road traffic collisions. After decades of decline, the figure has
remained stable for a decade, with similar trends identified across Europe (European Commission —
European Commission 2020). People walking and cycling are over-represented among road victims.
In Britain, cyclists make up 6% of fatalities despite a mode share for cycling of 1-2%, while
pedestrians make up more than a quarter of fatalities (Department for Transport 2020). Such high
risks are several times higher per kilometre walked or cycled than in the safest European countries
(Castro, Kahlmeier, and Gotschi 2018). They counteract policy goals towards modal shift and
reinforce perceptions that walking and cycling - especially cycling — are in Britain only suitable for
the fit and risk-tolerant (Macmillan et al. 2016).

This failure to reduce collisions and to protect the vulnerable better has reinforced challenges to
traditional ‘road safety’ paradigms. For instance, many health, medical and police organisations now
avoid the term ‘accident’ as implying that fatalities ‘just happen’ (e.g. BMJ 2001). The increasingly
influential Vision Zero movement instead argues that no road fatalities are acceptable (Naumann
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et al. 2019). Organisations representing road victims, pedestrians, and cyclists have criticised ‘indi-
vidualisation’ of risk, characterised by a focus on the behaviour of victims, such as wearing dark
clothing, crossing away from formal crosswalks, or not wearing helmets, rather than the behaviour of
those driving motor vehicles, infrastructure, or policies (Davis 1992).

Responding to these critiques, researchers (e.g. Bonham, Johnson, and Haworth 2020; Aldred and
Woodcock 2015) have critically analysed how ‘road safety’ is constructed, in public discourse, policy
documents, and news media. Roads are public spaces with an ever-present threat of violence; in the
context of traffic violence, this involves power relations that combine transport mode-specific
differences and wider social inequalities (Balkmar 2018). Such relations are codified and reinforced
through policy and practice. Often the resulting exclusions and inequalities are taken for granted and
only become generally visible during external shocks. In the UK, authorities told people to keep 2m
apart to avoid Covid-19 infection. This led to debate about the need for more pedestrian space, given
that two-thirds of footways were insufficiently large to permit Covid-19 distancing (Palominos and
Smith 2019).

Our study fits within an emerging literature analysing the contribution of news media to
constructing narratives about road collisions and road danger (e.g. Ralph et al. 2019; Magusin
2017). We use van Leeuwen’s Social Actor model of Critical Discourse Analysis to qualitatively analyse
discursive themes within a sample of London Evening Standard articles reporting on cyclist and
pedestrian fatalities in London between 2012 and 2019. Our discussion of contrasting discursive
tropes covers differences between the treatment of pedestrian and cyclist fatality collisions, and the
differing narration of involved cyclists or drivers in pedestrian fatality collisions. In this way, our study
complements existing work that has used more quantitative content analysis approaches to sum-
marise textual patterns across a large corpus.

Framing road safety

One reason road collisions are newsworthy is their status as ‘events’; whereas other negative impacts
of car use may be greater in scale, they only rarely constitute reportable ‘events’. However, the nature
of the event framing can differ dramatically. One fundamental difference discussed by Ralph et al.
(2019) and others is the extent to which stories are framed as ‘episodic’ or ‘thematic’ (lyengar 1991).
Episodic stories frame an event without association to other similar events, while thematic stories
locate the event within a wider context of an ongoing issue.

Episodic framing - depicting events without making connections to other similar or related
events — is associated with a lack of detail on causation or on ways that future such events might
be prevented. Even common events seem less important if each instance is presented in isolation
(lyengar 1996). Hart (2010) found that episodic reporting of climate change stories was associated
with lower importance being attributed to policy interventions to address climate change. In such
cases, the perceived placement of issues on the public agenda appears to be mediated by the
framing effect.

Previous research has identified relationships between the framing of road collisions as themes or
episodes, and the complexity or simplicity of the coverage of risk and/or its possible prevention.
Connor and Wesolowski (2004) found that the framing of fatal motor vehicle crashes in the
Midwestern US subordinated risk factors to a simplifying victim-villain frame, emphasising incidents
that deviated from a perceived norm. Smith et al. (2012) found that US press reporting framed road
injuries as ‘freak accidents’, and a lack of information on prevention. Within public health research,
Boufous et al. (2016) similarly identified a focus on fatalities amongst Australian news coverage of
crashes involving cyclists, which they saw as emphasising the dramatic and exceptional nature of
such events, subordinating the need for interventions to prevent further occurrences. These studies
all associate the framing of incidents as unusual, exceptional, or atypical - as ‘episodic’ accidents —
typically with simplistic coverage that misrepresented causation and displaced information on
prevention.
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Research examining episodic framing of pedestrian and cyclist injury collisions has identified
a tendency to assign implied blame to the cycling or walking casualty (Ralph et al. 2019). In a study of
pedestrian fatalities, Magusin (2017) identified episodic frames as dominant in Canadian news
reporting, again associated with victim blaming. Bond et al. (2018) found episodic framing domi-
nated the reporting of cyclist fatalities in Florida, linking the victim-blaming that this engendered to
earlier research linking self-reported aggressiveness amongst drivers towards people on bicycles
with the belief that the latter deserved to be punished. This latter point suggests that not only does
victim-blaming leave the systemic sources of road casualties unexamined, it establishes a narrative in
which the attribution of blame to the victim legitimises their endangerment.

Recent experimental evidence also suggests that frames which occlude infrastructural and
institutional causes of road casualties may encourage audiences to hold the victim responsible.
Goddard et al. (2019) presented participants with different versions of the same news report about
a traffic crash involving a pedestrian. They found that differences in framing and other ‘editorial
patterns’ shaped participants’ perceptions of responsibility for the crash, what if any punishments
were appropriate, and what if any interventions should be pursued to prevent similar crashes. As
predicted by frame effects theories (lyengar 1991, 1996), the use of thematic framing significantly
increased the appetite for systemic safety improvements such as improved pedestrian infrastructure,
whilst influencing the apportioning of blame away from the pedestrian.

Blaming and agency is another focus of recent research. This has sought to examine whether
different road users are differentially held responsible for collisions, explicitly or implicitly. Ralph et al.
(2019) found that bicycle riders or pedestrians were depicted as having agency in 78% of collision
reports compared to only 11% for drivers (p.667). Even where agency was nominally ascribed to the
driver, this was usually done through object-based language; the word ‘car’ was used instead of
‘driver’ 81% of the time, despite the victim being described using person-based language such as
‘cyclist’. The authors suggest that this framing shifts blame away from the operators of motorised
vehicles, and towards those walking or cycling. Similar effects were identified by Magusin (2017),
Bond et al. (2018), and te Brommelstroet (2020).

The ‘cyclist’ and road safety

Thus, recent research identifies narratives emphasising the responsibility of bicycle riders and
pedestrians for road collisions, whilst effacing that of people driving cars. Studies further highlight
the problematic nature of ‘the cyclist’, particularly in low-cycling contexts where people who cycle
are frequently stigmatised (Aldred 2013). Rissel et al.’s (2010) Australian study identified dominant
images of cyclists in reporting that maintains a figure of the cyclist as ‘irresponsible lawbreakers’
(p.7). Similarly, in the UK, a focus group study for the Department for Transport (Christmas 2010)
found that participants were likely to excuse poor driver behaviour towards cyclists, identifying with
the driver rather than with the cyclist. As Bonham, Johnson, and Haworth (2020) show, within road
safety discourse, the cyclist is frequently cast as a ‘hazard’: feeding perceptions of cyclists themselves
as potential threats or sources of harm.

Beyond specific negative stereotypes of ‘the cyclist’, the term itself — which previous research
found to convey more negative associations than the word ‘cycling’ (Koorey 2007) — can be under-
stood in terms of ideology. Ideology in this sense means what Becker (1984) called ‘frames of
reference through which each of us sees the world and to which all of us adjust our actions’
(p. 69). The act of naming or ‘hailing’ someone as a cyclist is reminiscent of what Butler calls the
‘discursive production of the social subject’ in Althusser’s account of ideology (Butler 1997, p.5). It is
the act through which the person who is using a bicycle is produced as a ‘cyclist’, a social subject
about whom a range of assumptions and images exist both for the cyclist herself and for others.

Those assumptions are frequently problematic. Basford et al. (2002) identifies the figure of the
cyclist as part of an ‘out-group’ (see also Aldred 2013) whilst Prati, Puchades, and Pietrantoni (2017)
associate this figure with being a ‘minority’. Further evidence of the ‘othering’ of people who cycle -
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and its consequences — comes from research examining attitudes and behaviours of car drivers
towards cyclists. Piatkowski, Marshall, and Johnson (2017) found that drivers with lower levels of
personal cycling were more likely to respond aggressively to perceived infractions by bicycle riders,
whether illegal or not. Fruhen, Rossen, and Griffin (2019) found that negative attitudes towards
cyclists amongst Australian drivers were associated with positive attitudes towards automobility, and
that this negative attitude was linked to aggressive behaviour towards cyclists. This suggests that
bicycle mobility is subject to a discourse of othering predicated on the perceived transgression or
disruption of a normative automobility. However, whilst such othering can be traced across the
studies discussed above, there is limited work specifically on how discourses around cyclists, cycling,
and road safety shape and are shaped specifically by media reporting of road collisions.

One recent study that analysed discourse in this way is Scheffels, Bond, and Monteagut (2019),
developing Bond et al.'s (2018) earlier work. Scheffels et al. identified a prevalent ‘taken-for-granted’
discourse surrounding road safety in which responsibility for safety is assumed - and thereby
reasserted — as resting equally with the person riding a bicycle and the person driving a car. The
authors note that this discourse has the effect of effacing the ‘imbalance in [physical] power’ (p. 633)
otherwise apparent from considering the differing mass, velocity, and relative protection afforded by
the two modes (see also Prati, Puchades, and Pietrantoni 2017).

Despite the marginalised nature of walking in many contexts (and the pejorative associations of
the term used as an adjective) ‘the pedestrian’ has not generally been analysed as a stigmatised
category analogous to ‘the cyclist’. Research focuses more on the act or practice of walking; for
instance, the exclusion of pedestrian traffic from city planning (e.g. Lindeléw, Koglin, and Svensson
2016). In the context of road safety discourse, the pedestrian will generally differ from the rider in not
using a vehicle' although the growing use of micro-mobility devices may complicate such distinc-
tions. Hence, comparing the differing narration of cyclists, drivers, and pedestrians (whether as
victims or as involved parties) is of interest in understanding the workings of road safety discourses,
and their relation to wider materialities and practices.

The London context

This study focuses on media coverage in London, UK. The UK is a low-cycling country. London has
seen large recent growth in cycling in relative terms, but with mode share remaining at 2% (Transport
for London 2020). The growth has been both politically salient and spatially unequal, with cyclists in
the weekday morning peak now making up 50% of all vehicles on some Central London bridges, but
cycling rates remaining at 0.5% or less in some districts. Walking levels in London are high in a UK and
even European context, partly because of high public transport use (Fairnie, Wilby, and Saunders
2016).

Considered as casualties per head, Britain appears to have an excellent road safety record (RAC
Motoring Services 2020). When unpicking this data by mode and normalising by the amount of
travel, however, the country does much less well for walking or cycling safety. In the European
context (Castro, Kahlmeier, and Gotschi 2018), walking and cycling are substantially safer in the
Netherlands and in Scandinavia, when measured in casualties per-kilometre travelled. Cycling is
relatively unsafe for English children, compared to Dutch children (Christie et al. 2007).

In London, cycling injuries acquired significant political salience from around 2012 onwards, with
then Mayor Boris Johnson coming under pressure to do more to reduce fatalities (see Aldred
2013b for an account of a 2012 campaign that generated a substantial amount of pressure). Part
of this politicisation was driven by increasing media coverage of cyclist fatalities (Macmillan et al.
2016) in the years preceding this. By contrast, campaigners perceive the much more numerous
pedestrian fatalities as lacking the high profile of cycling deaths (Baird 2013).
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Methodology

This study uses Critical Discourse Analysis, and within that van Leeuwen’s Social Actor model, to
examine how walking, cycling, and driving are narrated in the context of media reporting of road
fatalities in London. It also assesses whether collisions are framed episodically or thematically, and if
thematically, analyses the themes used. The article is based on research conducted in 2020 as part of
an MSc dissertation in Transport Planning and Management. Ethical approval was obtained from
Westminster University’s School of Architecture and Cities.

We address the following questions in this paper:

(1) How are different collision types (car driver-pedestrian, car driver-bicycle rider, bicycle rider-
pedestrian) framed? Are they episodes or themes? Are there characteristics of the collision
that mediate the framing?

(2) How are different victims (bicycle riders or pedestrians) constructed; for instance, as active or
passive; as being associated with the mode or with other groupings?

(3) How are different involved road users (car drivers or bicycle riders) constructed; for instance,
as agents or as objects; as representative of the group or unusual?

We refer to ‘car drivers’, ‘bicycle riders’,? and ‘pedestrians’, though these may not always be the terms
used in news articles; a list of common synonyms is provided under ‘Analytical Methods'. Our use of
a standard terminology ensures consistency in referring to both individuals and — where present -
their vehicles, rather than only the individual or vehicle.

Road safety as discourse

We use a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) approach to analyse media discourse about road crashes,
whereas much existing research uses a more quantitative content analysis approach. Discourse
analysis is a fundamentally qualitative approach that draws attention to ways in which sometimes
hidden structures of text — including what is not said, terms not used, invisible actors — shape our
understanding and interpretation of events, and indeed response to them. As Fairclough and Wodak
(1997) stress, discourse does not come from nowhere but is dialectically related to institutions,
norms, and other types of practice; hence, studying discourse tells us not only about discourse itself
but about wider societal structures that make such discourse possible, and are reinforced by it.

By contrast, a necessary characteristic of the more frequently used Content Analysis approaches is
that they focus upon what van Dijk (1985) describes as an objective description of texts — albeit to
quantify social phenomena - rather than an ‘explicit and systematic account of media discourse’ (p.3)
including the power-relations and ideologies that media reporting might produce and maintain. This
might make them less sensitive to — for example — how textual patterns identified at the article level
may produce and reproduce a thematic frame at a wider media discourse level that performs
ideological work. The value of CDA here lies in its ability to unpick this ideological work and the
particular media discourse that repeats and maintains it. It is oriented towards power relations and
ideology, rather than the objective quantification of social phenomena within texts.

Within the wider method of CDA we employ the Social Actor model, developed by van Leeuwen
(2009). We chose this because its focus on social actors (SAs) seemed appropriate to the subject
matter, despite its not having been used to examine road collision reporting previously (to our
knowledge). Other studies have, for example: analysed the prominence of collision reporting in the
media in relation to socio-economic indices (Torres-Barragan, Cottrill, and Beecroft 2020) or cycling
levels (Macmillan et al. 2016); examined user-generated and social media coverage (English and
Salmon 2016; Ferster et al. 2021); or identified the prevalence of specific terms (Rissel et al. 2010;
Boufous et al. 2016; Ralph et al. 2019; Goddard et al. 2019) to determine how the media depicts
collisions. The strengths of the Social Actor model in analysing how specific SAs are represented and
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the resulting impacts (how particular road safety discourses are constructed and reinforced) pro-
mised new insights into how the media portray road users involved in fatality collisions. This comes
both from studying additional aspects of the material, and from a deeper, more in-depth analysis of
the representation of SAs. One limitation is that we are unable to analyse the large numbers of
articles reviewed in other studies.

Search criteria

We first conducted a pilot exercise to characterise different types of newspaper article reporting on
fatal road collisions, to ensure we were able to select a comparable group of articles for analysis.
Articles chosen in the pilot varied from initial reporting of single collisions, through different types
of follow-up and multi-collision articles, to editorials. Two types of article were chosen for inclu-
sion: the ‘initial’ (1a) and ‘short-term follow-up’ (1b) reporting of single incidents. These represent
the day-to-day reporting of crash events that are presented as factual and are sufficiently similar
for comparisons to be made. The full typology of article types identified can be found in the
Table A1.
Within this, three different scenarios were identified for analysis.

(1) Articles about bicycle riders killed as a result of collisions with people driving cars. (Car_Cyc)
(2) Articles about pedestrians killed as a result of collisions with people riding bicycles. (Bike_Ped)
(3) Articles about pedestrians killed as a result of collisions with people driving cars. (Car_Ped)

These allowed comparative analysis of discourses around two different victim modes and two
different non-victim® modes. This enabled us to examine, for instance, not just whether there was
objectification of drivers colliding with pedestrians (e.g. ‘a car drove into a pedestrian’); but also
whether this also operated when the striking vehicle was a bicycle, and therefore to understand
better the discursive structures and power relations operating.

The Evening Standard is a free (advertising-funded) London-specific newspaper which had an
average daily print circulation of 829,770 during the study period (ABC 2021) and which endorsed
the right-wing Conservative Party in its successful 2019 UK General Election campaign (Evening
Standard Comment 2019). It was chosen to allow comparisons within a specific transport context
(London), and avoid possible confounding due to differences in editorial policy between publica-
tions. A consequent limitation is that the Standard’s editorial policy may differ from other local and
national newspapers.

Searches were carried out using keywords based upon those used by Macmillan et al. (2016,
p.139): ([‘cyclist’ OR ‘bicycle’] AND ['died’ OR ‘death’ OR ‘killed’]). This root search criterion was
modified to address the three mode scenario categories of article being investigated (Table 1).
Two further criteria were applied: to include only articles published in either print or online versions
of the London Evening Standard, and to exclude articles of more than 500 words (the maximum
expected length of initial and short-term follow-up articles). Searches were carried out in Factiva with
date range 01/01/2012 to 31/12/2019.

Article selection

The method used lends itself to in-depth analysis of relatively few texts. The search terms for the
Car_Cyc (682 articles) and Car_Ped (828 articles) scenarios produced many more articles than could
be analysed within the scope of the study. To select a more manageable sample of five articles each
for final analysis, the total number of articles for each search was divided by five and the resulting
figure used to select each article from an even spread of the articles arranged in date order. Where
the article was irrelevant despite the search terms (not the scenario in question, not a fatality, etc.)
the next one in order was substituted.
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While the search terms for the Bike_Ped scenario initially generated 185 articles, almost all
were bicycle rider or pedestrian deaths in collision with motor vehicles. After manually removing
these and other articles not fitting our criteria, only two remained, reflecting the low number of
fatal Bike_Ped events. The article selection method was therefore changed: STATS19 police road
safety data was used to identify specificinstances of Bike_Ped fatalities, and dates used to identify
related articles directly. This yielded five articles, two of which were immediate and follow-up
articles reporting on the same collision. To bring the other two scenario categories in line with this
repetition, we selected an additional immediate or follow-up article reporting on the same
collision for our Car_Cyc and Car_Ped articles. This led to six articles each for the Car_Cyc and
Car_Ped scenarios, making 17 articles across all three scenarios. Details of the date and headlines
of these articles are summarised in Table A2, with the reference code used to refer to them in the
findings.

Analytical methods

The Social Actor model uses ‘socio-semantic categories’ in the analysis of discursive events such as
newspaper articles. These categories conceptualise relationships between ‘social actors’ (SAs), such
as pedestrians, and semantic processes that produce meaning, such as a particular word choice or
allusion. This differs from the use of grammatical categories by approaching both language (and
other semantic phenomena) and SAs as constituting each other (Basov, Breiger, and Hellsten 2020).
In doing so, socio-semantic categories make it possible to identify how different SAs are represented
and constructed in the text in ways that are particularly subtle (Bernard 2018). This fits well with the
current study, since it allows further examination of differing forms of representation suggested in
the existing literature. For example, in a purely grammatical analysis of the following sentence, the
cyclist is the subject and the car the object.

‘The cyclist collided with the car’

From this we can suggest that the SA ‘cyclist’ is being ascribed blame, since the cyclist is doing the
colliding, whilst the car appears passive. However, socio-semantic analysis also identifies ‘partial
exclusion’; unless the car was parked, there was a ‘driver’ SA who has been ‘backgrounded’ by the
use of the word car. Van Leeuwen notes that such backgrounding may mean that the exclusion was
‘innocent’ - the writer assumes that the reader understands that the car had a driver, and wishes to
draw attention to the severity of the collision by emphasizing the involvement of a large vehicle -
but cautions that ‘systematic exclusions are always of interest’ (van Leeuwen 2009, p. 282), even if
‘innocent’. By using these and other analytical tools (see below), the approach provides a way of
systematically analysing the socio-semantic discursive structures that lead to textual features such as
the ‘invisible driver’ identified within more content-focused approaches (e.g. Ralph et al. 2019;
Aldred et al. 2021).

Van Leeuwen'’s analytical inventory consists of ten categories, several of which overlap or are
contingent upon each other. Previous research in other fields has used a subset of these ten
inventories (e.g. Amer 2017) as the needs of the research dictate. For the present study, we chose
the following six categories:

(A) Exclusion. SAs who are in reality part of an action, event, or practice, are excluded from
its description. van Leeuwen (2009) says that systematic exclusions are always of interest.
In our study, this could involve a failure to refer to a driver (or other road user) in an
article.

(B) Role allocation. This refers to whether SAs, when not excluded, are active (‘agents’) or
passive (‘patients’); which can map onto ‘victims’ and ‘villains'. van Leeuwen (2009) argues
that the significance of this may vary by context. Here, we are interested in whether the
casualty and/or the other party are described as active or passive, which may imply attribu-
tions of power and/or blame.
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Table 1. Search terms used per scenario.

Mode scenario category Search terms
1 - Pedestrian fatalities involving collision with  ([‘cyclist’ OR ‘bicycle’] AND [‘died’ OR ‘death’ OR ‘killed’] AND [‘pedestrian’
person riding a bicycle (Bike_Ped) OR ‘walking’ OR ‘crossing’] AND [rst = NS OR rst = NSONL] AND
[we<500])*
2 - Cyclist fatalities involving collision with (C'cyclist’ OR ‘bicycle’] AND [‘died’ OR ‘death’ OR ‘killed’] AND [‘car’ OR
person driving a car (Car_Cyc) ‘driver’ OR ‘motorist’] AND [rst = NS OR rst = NSONL] AND [wc<500])
3 - Pedestrian fatalities involving collision with  (['pedestrian’ OR ‘walking’ OR ‘crossing’] AND ['died’ OR ‘death’ OR ‘killed’]
person driving a car (Car_Ped) AND [‘car’ OR ‘driver’ OR ‘motorist’] AND [rst = NS OR rst = NSONL] AND
[wc<500])
(C) Generic and specific reference. Where references are generic, SAs are generalised into

(D)

(B)

classes, often establishing a ‘them and us’ opposition between the categories. This is usually
characterised by the plural without article (e.g. ‘cyclists’ or ‘drivers’).

Assimilation. Like generic references, assimilation establishes mode-based identities, but
assimilation specifically relates to traits associated with groups. For instance, this might
involve reference to a particular modal (or other) group habitually behaving incorrectly or
illegally.

Functionalization and identification. Functionalization involves SAs being referred to in
terms of a function, activity, or role: here the nature of modal categories implies some overlap
with generic reference and assimilation, although other functionalized categories used might
include for instance ‘the victim'. Identification relates to the use of nouns and/or adjectives in
ways that evoke or reduce empathy; for instance, telling the reader about the age or gender
of a victim or other road user, or their relationships (e.g. mother of two) or physical
characteristics. We have chosen to separate these two sub-categories in Table 6 as they
showed differing patterns in our data.

Personalization and impersonalization. While (B)-(E) are forms of personalization (categor-
ising or describing SAs), impersonalization has a counter-effect, linked to (A). The SA’s
existence is effaced either through objectification (replacing them with an object that
represents them, in our case likely to be a vehicle) or abstraction (where they are described
without representation; for instance, ‘the cycling debate’). van Leeuwen (2009) notes that
instrumental objectification is ‘widely used to avoid assigning responsibility to human
agents’.

In analysing the representation of different users, we included three specific types of SAs directly
involved in the events described: pedestrians; bicycle riders; and car drivers. In analysing how they
were referred to (e.g. generically versus specifically) within each article, our analysis encompassed
synonymatic references to each SA (Table 2). Some of these synonyms were additional to those
originally used to search for the articles themselves.

Using these six sets of categories allowed for a systematic process of analysis (Table 3) that took
account of overlaps and interactions between categories, so that, for example, the identification of
‘Exclusion’ in one pass could be further interrogated for evidence of ‘Generic reference’. Discourses
unfold through multiple and interrelated elements; the approach allowed discrete analytical tasks to
be conducted that nevertheless could allow the identification of interconnections between different
categories.

Table 2. Synonyms.

Social actor Synonyms
Pedestrian ‘walker(s)’; ‘on foot’
Bicycle user ‘cyclist(s)’; ‘rider(s)’; ‘bicyclist’; ‘(e-)bike’; ‘(bi/tri/quad)-cycle’

Car driver ‘motorist’; ‘driver’; ‘car/van’




Table 3. Structuring of analysis into passes and discrete tasks.
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Pass

Inventory categories identified and
analysed

1 - Who is present and who is absent (capacity for agency)?

2 - Who is to blame, who deserves sympathy?

Exclusion
Personalization and
impersonalization

Role allocation
Functionalization and
identification

3 — Who is the in-group (assumed audience ‘us’) and who is the out-group (assumed Generic and specific reference

audience ‘them’) Assimilation
Table 4. Examples of different categories as represented in our sample of texts.
Category and description Examples

Exclusion
Whether SA is referred to in relation to the collision.

Impersonalisation
SA is represented by reference to associated object
(Objectification) or a quality they are supposed to have
(Abstraction).

Role allocation
Whether SA performs action in sentence (Active role) or
receives
action in sentence (Passive role)

Functionalization & identification
Whether SA is described in terms of their function (activity/
role), and/or by what society intrinsically identifies them as.

Generic and specific reference
SA may be generalised generically into one or more classes
of people, or specifically by rendering them as an
identifiable individual.

Assimilation
SA may be assimilated into groups through the use of
quantifiers (Aggregation) or words that express group
identities (Collectivization). For the purpose of this study,
these include modal group identities.

‘A cyclist has died after being involved in a crash with a car’
(Car_Cyc_001)
Cyclist is present (not excluded), car driver is backgrounded
(partially excluded)
‘... hit by a £250,000 Rolls-Royce Wraith’ (Car_Ped_001)
Car driver is impersonalised through objectification as an
expensive car.
By comparison to objectification, abstraction featured only
weakly in our findings.
‘... as a Mazda MX-5 collided with a pedestrian ... "
(Car_Cyc_005b)
Car driver (though also objectified as a car) performs the
action of colliding (Active role).
‘a man in his 30s, died in the crash with the Ford Transit
van’ (Car_Cyc_004)
Van driver (though also objectified as a van) receives the
action of the crash along with the bicycle rider (Passive
roles).
‘a cyclist was killed on World Bicycle Day. The victim [...]’
(Car_Cyc_002)
Bicycle rider functionalised modally through suffixed noun
as ‘cyclist’, and discursively through role as ‘victim'.
‘The mother-of-two had started in January as head of
human resources ...’ (Bike_Ped_005)
Pedestrian identified through relational (being a mother)
and socio-economic (working in a profession) markers
... the cyclist, thought to be a man in his 30s ...’
(Car_Cyc_004)
Bicycle rider generalised into generic class of people (males)
by use of singular without definite article.
‘The 72-year-old man was struck by the cyclist ...’
(Bike_Ped_003)
The pedestrian is rendered as an identifiable individual by
specific reference (definite article). Note that rendering as
‘identifiable’ for this purpose often involves multiple such
sentences and need not include name.
... they just speed between the traffic lights at the junctions
and then just slow down again ... " (Car_Ped_004b)
The car driver has already been associated with this ‘they’
(local joyriders) earlier in the article - this use of an
indefinite quantifier further aggregates them into a group.
‘... a cyclist was killed on World Bicycle Day’
(Car_Cyc_002)
The bicycle rider is repeatedly referred to as ‘cyclist’, and
further associated with this modal group identity through
juxtaposition with World Bicycle Day.
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Table 4 provides examples of the different categories in our set of 17 articles. It illustrates some
different possible combinations; for instance, a car driver can be excluded and objectified (described
through the car) yet also active.

In addition to socio-semantic category analysis, the study assessed the use of episodic and
thematic framing in the articles, which would indicate the extent to which aspects of the collision
were being related to other similar collisions or to wider road safety issues. For each article, we
separately identified any references to other collisions involving the same type of SA/object as the
fatality, the same type of SA/object as the other party, and the same type of location (both in terms of
geographic location and common infrastructural elements such as junctions, bike lanes, etc.). Table 5
illustrates this process along with examples.

This method enabled us to identify the extent to which any thematic or episodic frames were
common to a particular SA - which might give rise to particular discourses — and whether framing
differed depending on which SA was the fatality. We separately assessed the framing of the collision
location, both in terms of its geographic location in relation to other collisions and whether there
were any references to common infrastructural elements (bicycle lanes, junctions, etc.)

Having detailed the systematic CDA method employed and the approach taken to identifying
episodic and thematic framing, we now present the findings of the analysis.

Findings

Table 6 presents an overview of findings. Alongside categorising scenarios in terms of the levels of
thematic versus episodic framing, this shows the most prevalent category finding for each SA within
each scenario. References to common infrastructural elements were not framed thematically in any
scenarios and so are omitted from Table 6.

Thematic versus episodic framing

We examined the extent of thematic versus episodic framing in relation both to SAs and collision
location. The casualty mode proved important. Whilst reports about people killed whilst cycling
included references to other previous collisions, those about people killed whilst walking did not
make such links. Specifically, both the Bike_Ped and Car_Ped scenarios were episodically framed in
terms of the collision type and the social SAs involved, with only one article (Car_Ped_005b) framing
the location of the collision thematically. This was in the form of an anecdote by an unnamed
witness, the veracity of which is not established in the article.

The absence of a road safety theme within the Bike_Ped articles was surprising, given recently
observed growth in media coverage of these rare collisions that frame bicycle riders - specifically the
figure of the ‘cyclist’ - as a danger to pedestrians (Caimotto 2020). The absence of this frame may
partially be explained by the article type chosen - initial and immediate follow-up reporting - since
pilot article searches did find articles of other types that expanded on the theme of bicycle riders
endangering pedestrians; including longer-term follow-up articles reporting on court cases and

Table 5. Example of episodic/thematic analysis.

SA or object
framed Episodic or thematic? Notes
Bicycle rider/ Thematic Reference to 7 other recent bicycle rider casualties (fatal) in preceding
bicycle timeframe (‘that year’) in London. Details given of specific fatality a month
earlier in Harrow; some time and distance away.
Car driver/car Episodic No details given of involvement of cars or drivers in previous collisions.
Location Episodic (location), Details of other bicycle rider casualty were not local to Camberwell, but part of

Thematic (London) wider ‘London cycle casualty’ thematic frame.
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opinion pieces. The low occurrence of these types of fatality (Aldred et al. 2021) and the relatively
recent media interest may also mean that the discourse of the bicycle rider as dangerous to
pedestrians was not yet fully established in initial news reporting.

The absence of a road safety thematic frame in the Car_Ped articles was less surprising as this
aligns with the results of previous larger-scale Content Analysis research (Ralph et al. 2019). However,
this contrasts with the unexpected thematic framing of the Car_Cyc articles, which is at odds with
what might be expected from other studies, and apparently at odds with (lower) collision
frequency.’ In our sample, all but one of the Car_Cyc articles framed the bicycle rider fatality in
terms of other recent bicycle rider fatalities in London, establishing a thematic frame linking these
deaths to a larger issue of road safety in the UK capital.

Social actors

There are several broadly consistent distinctions between the representation of the different SAs
across the first three categories. Pedestrians are never excluded. Neither are bicycle riders, whether
or not they are the fatality. By contrast, car drivers are always partially excluded (backgrounded) in
sentences introducing the collision event, consistent with the findings of previous Content Analysis
research such as Ralph et al. (2019). Similarly, neither pedestrians nor bicycle riders are impersona-
lized, irrespective of whether the latter is the fatality. For instance, Bike_Ped fatalities were hit by ‘a
cyclist’ not by ‘a bicycle’, whereas Car_Cyc and Car_Ped fatalities were generally hit by ‘a car’ rather
than ‘a driver'. Car drivers are highly impersonalized in Car_Ped and Car_Cyc articles, which again
aligns with the findings of Ralph et al. (2019).

We found clear distinctions between the role allocated to different SAs under different scenarios.
Pedestrians are largely assigned a passive role. Bicycle riders are assigned an active role where they
are in collision with pedestrians (Bike_Ped), but a passive role when in collision with car drivers
(Car_Cycq). This latter role assignment complicates the findings of recent research (Scheffels, Bond,
and Monteagut 2019), which found that bicycle riders were usually assigned the active role in articles
describing collisions with car drivers. Car drivers are assigned a largely passive role in collision with
bicycle riders - a passivity shared in those articles with the bicycle riders themselves — but an active
role in collisions with pedestrians.

The functionalization and identification category (presented separately for clarity in Table 6)
indicated that pedestrians were represented through the lowest level of functionalization - that is,
they were least often referred to in terms of a function or role. This is unsurprising since the
grammatical patterns that attend most of the observed functionalization of the other two SAs
were related to those SAs’ vehicles. Bicycle riders were more heavily functionalized than car drivers
across their respective scenarios, though this may be a consequence of the high degree of back-
grounding and objectification amongst representations of car drivers. Pedestrians are represented
with the most identification whilst car drivers are represented with the least. In this sample,
pedestrians were represented using greater identification when in collision with a bicycle rider,
compared to when they had been in collision with a car driver.

The final two categories (generic versus specific, and assimilation) produced more variable results
between articles, although most SA and scenario combinations showed similarly generic rather than
specific references to the SAs and low-to-moderate assimilation. This may be partly due to the type
of articles chosen for analysis: early reporting of the collisions will tend to feature less of the detail
associated with higher specificity and assimilation. Nevertheless, the pedestrians were represented
with more of a mix of generic and specific reference when they were in collision with bicycle riders
than with car drivers. Bicycle riders, meanwhile, were the only SA routinely represented through the
aggregation element of assimilation — but only when they were the fatality.
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Discussion

Prior research has identified editorial patterns in road collision reporting that may produce and
maintain power relations between bicycle riders and/or pedestrians, and car drivers. Our study has
found distinct but differentiated discourses in the production of bicycle rider and pedestrian social
actors (SAs) as fatalities in collision with car drivers.® Car drivers, meanwhile, were frequently back-
grounded or invisible, or, conversely, associated with a discourse of exceptionalism. Considering
these findings, we propose three interrelated discourses that are produced and reproduced in the
articles examined through three tropes: the ‘typical cyclist’; the ‘rogue driver’; and the ‘tragic
pedestrian’. We argue that these tropes support discourses that construct bicycle riders as posing
disproportionate risk to others, and that efface the substantial differences in risk posed between
motorised and non-motorised road users.

Typical cyclists

Thematic references to previous collisions in reports about people killed whilst cycling were focused
upon the involvement of a bicycle and rider. Four of these articles also framed the geographic
location thematically - though in three cases only in terms of ‘London’ or parts of London. None of
the thematic frames drew attention to particular junctions or other infrastructure contexts at the
collision site, although one (Car_Cyc_002) notes a cluster of previous bicycle rider fatalities in
a neighbouring borough.

Thus, while the newspaper reports did highlight a wider road safety theme around cycling, this
was depicted as about the bicycle and its rider, rather than road dangers imposed by the riding
environment. For example, none of the thematic framing references in the Car_Cyc articles indicated
what other vehicles were involved in the other bicycle rider fatalities, with only one touching on the
theme of a specific location. Consequently, the Car_Cyc thematic frame was almost entirely focused
upon bicycle riders dying, rather than other common elements of these fatalities. Whilst these frames
therefore drew connections between cyclist fatalities, they lacked connections between the ‘broader,
institutional factors’ identified as important by Ralph et al. (2019., p. 664).

This fixation on the bicycle riders narrows the road safety thematic framing found in the articles so
that the bicycle rider dying becomes the only common element. The discourse that emerges is that
the ‘safety problem’ consists of people riding bicycles, not their being hit by car drivers or suffering
from the effects of inadequate road infrastructure. Such a conceptualisation of cycling parallels that
recently identified by Bonham, Johnson, and Haworth (2020), which identified the construction of
bicycle riders as hazards in road safety literature.

By framing bicycle rider fatalities through a theme focused upon the act of cycling as the single
common factor, the articles examined repeated a road safety discourse in which the bicycle rider is
a hazard and bicycle riding is dangerous in and of itself. In this discourse, people riding bicycles keep
being killed, so that the figure of the bicycle rider — largely realised through the term ‘cyclist’ - is
produced and reproduced as always and already an inevitable victim of road death. We suggest that
this discourse constructs the ‘typical cyclist’ as such a victim, and thereby marks bicycle rider fatalities
as themselves un-exceptional. Other research has found bicycle riders to be constructed as a risk to
themselves and others (for example, Rissel et al. 2010). This was not something specifically examined
in the present study, although the construction of the ‘typical cyclist’ as inevitable victim might
gesture towards the former. The analysis of the Bike_Ped scenario did not find a consistent con-
struction of bicycle riders in collision with pedestrians.
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Exceptional (rogue) drivers

In contrast to bicycle riders, car drivers were not framed with links to other specific collisions. They
were barely framed at all, and mostly referred to only indirectly. This made car drivers appear as
passive third parties and further focused questions of safety on the bicycle rider or pedestrian.
However, our socio-semantic analysis did identify a recurring trope in two Car_Cyc articles
(Car_Cyc_002; Car_Cyc_005) and two Car_Ped articles (Car_Ped_002; Car_Ped_005b) in which the
car drivers either failed to stop or were arrested. We called this trope that of the ‘rogue driver’ since
the articles concerned associated the car driver with active participation in a specific negative
behaviour through terms such as ‘joyrider’, ‘boy racer’, 'hit-and-run driver’ and “BMW”" hit-and-run’.
These terms all label the car drivers concerned as distinct from the typically passive and back-
grounded car driver of other articles, although interestingly the ‘hit-and-run’ drivers were still only
referred to directly in relation to their failure to stop as in this example from Car_Ped_002:

A man has died after being knocked down by a car in a hit-and-run in east London.
[...]

The driver of the car, thought to be a silver or grey BMW 1-series, did not stop at the scene.

Significantly, whilst this trope constituted a recurring theme across four of the articles, it was
framed episodically: although all four rogue driver articles featured anecdotal eyewitness statements
that referenced similar incidents of rogue driving behaviour in those locations, none explicitly linked
such behaviour to other specific collisions. These rogue drivers were thereby framed as exceptional
rather than as part of an explicit road safety theme applicable to car drivers more generally. Crucially,
such exceptionalism was associated in those articles with depictions of bicycle riders and pedestrians
that were unusually personalised and sympathetic (through greater identification and specific
references) compared to articles in which car drivers were not depicted as exceptional. This suggests
that depictions of car drivers as rogue also shaped the depiction of the bicycle riders and pedestrians
as victims.

Through these differentiated depictions, we identified the trope of the rogue driver with
a discourse in which the presence and negative actions of car drivers were only foregrounded as
part of them being deemed exceptional. This discourse serves to construct a distinct figure of an
exceptional car driver unrelated to the actions of the non-rogue or normative car driver. Where the
discourse of the typical cyclist produces and reproduces all bicycle riders as the same - as always and
already part of a road safety problem of riding a bicycle - the discourse of the exceptional driver
implicitly absolves most car drivers by isolating the road danger posed by car driving within an
exceptional and episodic frame of rogue drivers. Again, this conceptualisation of normative drivers
parallels Bonham, Johnson, and Haworth (2020) findings, in which the construction of bicycle riders
as hazards in road safety literature was associated with an assumption that ‘the normal driver is not
a hazard’ (p.7). These findings also align with DfT research (Christmas 2010) which found that whilst
people attribute examples of bad driving to individuals rather than to car drivers in general — that is,
episodically and exceptionally - bad cycling behaviour is perceived as endemic to cyclists. The
discourse described above may serve to reproduce and maintain these assumptions by directing
attention from the danger posed by car driving towards a small minority of rogue car drivers.

Tragic pedestrians

Whilst the episodic framing of rogue drivers marked these instances as exceptional in comparison to
an assumed category of normative driver who was barely present, the episodic framing of pedestrian
casualties operated in a different way. The absence of a road safety theme in either Car_Ped or
Bike_Ped articles rendered pedestrian fatalities as isolated incidents, but did so consistently across
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the articles examined. None of the pedestrian SAs therefore constituted an exceptional road safety
trope such as the rogue driver, but neither (as happened for bicycle riders) were they thematically
linked to other pedestrian fatalities to reproduce continuously the figure of a road safety problem.

Pedestrians also differed from both bicycle riders and car drivers in being referenced with low
functionalisation; that is, they were rarely described in terms of an activity or role. This may be in part
an indirect consequence of pedestrians not using a vehicle. Yet it also points to the minimal use of
the word ‘pedestrian’ itself in the articles: whilst most examples of functionalisation used this term,
the overall prevalence of such instances was low in Car_Ped articles compared to the prevalence of
‘cyclist’ in Car_Cyc articles. This observation is interesting in the context of road collision reporting,
since it suggests that pedestrian fatalities were less prominently associated with their transport
activity or modal choice than bicycle rider fatalities.

Given the attendant absence of a thematic frame linking pedestrian fatalities, the effect of this low
functionalisation is to distance pedestrians further from a road safety discourse: they may be victims
of a collision with a car driver, but they are not strongly represented as SAs in the transport system.
The discourse that instead emerges is of tragic but isolated incidents in which pedestrians are
represented as a kind of non-mode, with no functional claim to traffic participation. Unlike the
‘typical cyclist’, whose involvement in fatal collisions is depicted thematically as part of a wider
endemic road safety problem with riding bicycles, this ‘tragic pedestrian’ is an exceptional victim
whose very exceptionality diverts attention from the need for road safety interventions.

(Un)equal mobilities: risk and danger

Having identified these three different but interrelated discourses - the ‘typical cyclist’, the ‘excep-
tional driver’, and the ‘tragic pedestrian’ - we now turn to a discourse through which the different
physical risks and dangers afforded by the three modes are constituted.

The Car_Cyc articles described the fatal collisions as if all parties involved possessed equal
physical power. This worked by assigning the car driver and the bicycle rider almost exclusively
passive roles, often within the same, essentially non-agentive sentences. This was surprising and
partially contradicts the findings of the recent research by Ralph et al. (2019), which found that
sentences describing collisions did ascribe agency more often than not, most often to the bicycle
rider or pedestrian — although that research did not distinguish role assignment between bicycle
rider and pedestrian casualties. The present findings do make this distinction, and in finding that
bicycle riders are assigned a shared passivity with car drivers in Car_Cyc collisions - typified by
sentences such as ‘Cyclist dies after crash with car’ (Car_Cyc_001) - these findings suggest
a discourse specific to bicycle rider fatalities in which the possibility of blame attribution is neutra-
lised by rendering the collision as something that has happened equally to both parties.

Such equity denotes an important power relation between bicycle rider and car driver since both
are depicted as contributing equally limited causation towards the collision. This effect is magnified
by the frequent nominalisation of the verbs such as ‘to crash’ into nouns such as ‘crash’. Van
Leeuwen associates nominalisation with the exclusion of SAs, but recent transport safety research
has identified how it also effaces physical power imbalances in collisions between bicycle riders and
car drivers (Scheffels, Bond, and Monteagut 2019). Whilst ascribing shared passivity in non-agentive
sentences may indicate an editorial policy to report the collisions in a neutral way — especially given
that initial reporting often lacks key facts — the effect of this is to subordinate the material differences
between the capacity to cause harm to others (and to be protected from harm by the actions of
others) that are afforded by driving a car as opposed to riding a bicycle.

Despite such equivalence in implied physical power between car driver and bicycle rider, we
found a distinct inequivalence in depictions of agency. Car drivers were subtly but routinely
disassociated from their capacity to direct actions, with sentences describing the collision almost
always referred to the car driver indirectly in terms of their vehicle. Van Leeuwen notes that
exclusion of this kind can be ‘innocent’ because the author assumes that the audience knows
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about the SA (van Leeuwen 2009, p. 282), and indeed a potential criticism of the argument against
describing vehicle drivers in terms of their vehicles is that it is self-evident to the audience that
the vehicle had a driver. However, van Leeuwen (2009, p. 282) also notes that ‘systematic
exclusions are always of interest’ so it is significant that this pattern is so consistently followed
in the articles examined here. Moreover, the systematic exclusion of car drivers contrasted with
the systematic inclusion of bicycle riders, who were not routinely described in terms of the
‘bicycle’. This finding is consistent with previous research (Ralph et al. 2019; Scheffels, Bond,
and Monteagut 2019).

These findings suggest that even when bicycle riders and car drivers are jointly depicted with
equally passive roles — which implies neutrality of blame in who collided with whom and elides
substantial differences in mass and speed between a bicycle and a car - differences in the use of
exclusion shape unequal depictions of their agency. The systematic inclusion of bicycle riders
associates them with a capacity for agency in the collision that is not shared by the objects (cars)
through which the car drivers are depicted. This difference potentially steers blame towards the
bicycle rider and invites greater scrutiny of their actions.

Notably, the inclusion of bicycle riders was also a feature of articles reporting on the Bike_Ped
scenario in which pedestrians had died as a result of a collision with a bicycle rider. In these
articles, both bicycle riders and pedestrians were equally present in sentences describing the
collision, in contrast to the Car_Ped scenario where car drivers were again represented through
high levels of partial exclusion (backgrounding) when they were in collision with pedestrians.
Consequently, we found that in articles describing pedestrian fatalities, the agency of the surviving
SA was depicted prominently when they were riding a bicycle, yet largely erased when they were
driving a car.

Across the articles we examined, the bicycle rider is thus placed in a contradictory position: as the
surviving party they are equally present (‘included’) in descriptions of fatal collisions with pedes-
trians, yet as the fatality in collisions with car drivers they are often the only fully present SA - the
only one depicted as possessing agency. This paradox serves to produce and maintain a power
relation between bicycle riders and the other two SAs that disavows material differences in power
and protection. Bicycle riders are depicted with equal power yet greater agency than car drivers,
despite being more similar to pedestrians in terms of comparative levels of both physical power and
protection (see Aldred 2018). We suggest that this disavowal of a material difference in ability to
cause harm between car drivers and bicycle riders reinforces a social power relation in which the
latter can be more readily subject to scrutiny for particular agency and thus responsibilities towards
pedestrians, whilst the former are simultaneously excluded from such scrutiny towards both bicycle
riders and pedestrians.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have used Critical Discourse Analysis with a focus on Social Actors to explore
representations of people walking, cycling, and driving in collision reporting. The findings build on
results from more quantitative textual analysis, highlighting ways in which the discourses differ (or
do not differ) depending on the road users involved. Importantly, we find that the treatment of
bicycle rider and pedestrian fatalities differs, as does the treatment of car drivers and bicycle riders
involved in collisions where others are fatally injured. As our research only covers London, future
studies could usefully examine other contexts to understand better the extent to which some of
these findings are specific to the distinctive context of London (for instance, the salience of cyclist
fatalities).

Like other research, we found that episodic framing was common in reporting of pedestrian
fatality collisions, leading to their being understood as isolated incidents. However, unlike some
other research (Ralph et al. 2019) we did not find evidence of pedestrian victim-blaming in the
articles examined’: hence our identification of a ‘tragic pedestrian’ trope. While car drivers were
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generally described as the active party in such collisions, as SAs they tended to be backgrounded and
replaced by their vehicles. Exceptions related to hit-and-run incidents, with car drivers being held
responsible for failing to stop, although not for the collision itself.

Car-bicycle rider collisions, by contrast, were portrayed quite differently. A thematic framing
linked them only through the common victimhood of people on bikes. Alongside this, car drivers
and bicycle riders were both portrayed using passive roles, implying that they were equal parties in
the collision. As with pedestrian fatalities, car drivers tended to be objectified and represented by
their vehicle. This contrasted with the treatment of bicycle riders in bicycle rider-pedestrian colli-
sions, who were active and not backgrounded, thereby framed as both responsible and more
physically powerful than the pedestrian fatality.

These findings demonstrate a differentiated picture of discursive practices in road collision news
reporting that complements and develops accounts detected in predominantly content analysis-
based research. Our results show the potential for change in reporting and for variation in discourses.
Yet despite the presence of elements such as the thematic framing of cycling fatalities or the lack of
explicit victim-blaming, we identified problematic discourses that continue to reinforce inequalities
between road users. Specifically, the high numbers of pedestrian fatalities remain invisible, unlinked
to the hundreds of pedestrian deaths in the UK each year or to the specific locations and road user
types putting pedestrians at risk in London. While bicycle rider fatalities are portrayed as part of
a theme, this theme itself feeds into the portrayal of cycling itself as inherently risky, which misdirects
attention from systemic sources of danger such as road environment and infrastructure. Perhaps this
is not surprising. Whilst there have been substantial policy changes in London - such as explicitly
pursuing ‘road danger reduction’ in place of ‘road safety’ — the assumed primacy and normativity of
‘motor traffic flow’ over other considerations in transport planning remains largely unchanged.

Notes

1. In the UK, wheelchair users are generally counted within the ‘pedestrian’ category, as are users of some (but not
all) powered mobility scooters. In this case, none of the sampled articles including a pedestrian using
a wheelchair, mobility scooter, or other mobility device or vehicle (e.g. skateboard).

2. This term is not itself perfect: ‘bicycle’ implies two wheels, whereas cycles, especially those used to carry cargo or
children, or adapted cycles used by disabled people, may have three wheels.

3. There were no collisions in our sample where both road users (e.g. car user and pedestrian) died.

4. RST limits the source to the Evening Standard and WC refer to the article word count.

5. There are more than four times as many pedestrian as cyclist fatalities in London, so on the basis of numbers, one
might expect pedestrian fatalities to be described more thematically as being more frequent occurrences.

6. Where bicycle riders were the surviving party in fatal collisions with a pedestrian, the coverage of them as Social
Actors was less consistent.

7. In Ralph et al’s research, this related to the use of counter-factual statements, e.g. around a pedestrian wearing
dark clothing with the implication that they would otherwise be alive. We did not find such statements.
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Appendix

Table A1. Typology of articles developed from pilot search.

Article type

Characteristics

1a - Single event initial news report -
‘pure news’

1b - Single event short-term follow-up
news report — ‘pure news’

2 — Multi-event news report

3 - Later follow-up coverage

4 - Hybrid stories

Short accounts of single events.

Usually published within 24-48 hours of the event. Fact-orientated - rarely
include much overt editorialising — but facts may be incomplete.

Usually less than 500 words.

Follow a standard pattern.

Later stories that follow up on the event, typically within 24-72 hours though
sometimes longer.

Contain more factual details of event.

Usually less than 500 words.

Combine one or more event occurring within 24-48 hours of each other.
Usually published within 24-48 hours of the event.

Fact-orientated — rarely include much overt editorialising — but facts may be
incomplete.

Association of the different events implies commonality between them.
Usually less than 750 words.

Events may differ from each other in terms of casualty severity and modes
involved.

Later stories that follow up on the event.

Published weeks, or months after the event.

Contain more factual details of those involved.

Often contain details of subsequent police/court/coroner/family actions or
statements.

Variable length and formats, usually more than 750 words.

Mix elements of the other three types.

Often combine one or more specific and very recent incident with some
broader contextfor example, a death and a serious injury on the same day as
an anticipated Mayoral announcement on HGV safety.

Combine the ‘pure news’ reporting of the event with more overt editorialising.
Usually more than 750 words.




MOBILITIES 21

LSiadel Koq Aq panbe|d, peos uopuoT 1sam Buissold paj|iy I UeLISIPI,
(spiom ¥9€ ‘510T/50/81) 9S00 Pad 1e)

Aed g 1y Buiaq Jaye peap sQE Ul UB :ysesd piojjudlg,
(Spiom 96 ‘S107/S0/81) SO0 Pad 1e)

Janodass wouy yoeq
Buwod ‘7 “193ybnep Jay 995 03 SWOY paysnJ ays se Jed Aq pa|1y JSYIoN,
(spiom €97 ‘€107/0L/71) 0O P3d 4€)

Buissold 1e yses ooy, paads-ybiH,
(Spiom € ‘'9102/CL/61) €00 Pad 1e)

21eb6ply ul uni-pue-ny ,MING, Ul P3|I1Y UBW,
(spiom 861 ‘£10T/¥0/97) TOO Pad 1€)

Awoy s3> 3y se Jaydeay S|y Japukof bupey,
(spiom 88T ‘¥10Z/L1/5T) S00 2K) 1e)

,peoy Uspwie) 133135 p|O 1B ISIPAD B YUM Yseld J31e Pa||i UBWIOM ,|NLSPUOA,

ur ueA yum yserd ui paj|py| 1siPA) :yses Kemojjo, (spiom 99 ‘9107/€0/60) SO0 Pod aMid
(sp1om Skt ‘£102/80/67) #00 2K) 1e)

,uerisapad pue 35194 usamiag

Aed Aq pa||1y pue 1aA0 paxdouy s JUSPIDIE JBYE BUIIS 0} PAYSNJ AdUBINGUIR J1Y Yseld 19313 PO,

J19y3ejpuelb Jay4e ,|op! pue 013y, 01 NG Ajiwed, (spIom Q£ 1 ‘9102/20/Z1) 100 Pad aMig
(Spiom 0SZ 'SL0Z/90/17) €00 2A)1ed

ysng s,psaydays

,UOpUOT 1SoM ypiou ul 381240 yum uoisijjod ul pajyiy ueusapad iano jeadde ad1j04,

"MOLIRH Ut yseld 1yblupiu Jaye saIp ‘09 114D, (Splom 997 '£10Z/20/L1) €00 Pod g
(Sp1om z61 ‘5L07/90/17) €00 2KD 4D

,peol Buoje w 00z 199115 PIOJXQO O 3s1194> Aq 1y Buiaqg Jaye salp uewopn,
pabbeip buiag Jae salp 1s1PAd se pajuny JaAuq, (SpIOM §S€ '/10Z/60/vL) TOO Pod @4ig
(spiom Z8€ ‘8L07/90/+0) 200 KD "4

,ejed weybuppng woly spiek 9Koy-s|joy ,uopuoT 1sea yinos ,uopuo 1sea u 3124319 d143233 Aq Ny bulaq
000°0S2F Aq My Buiaq 1aje SAIP ‘99 ‘UBLISIPA :YSeID JauI0) died 9PAH, Ul Jed yum ysesd Jaye salp IsIPAD :ysesd piopdaq, 191e YN Ul 3Ip 03 ueisapad 1siy, ‘95 ‘UBLLIOAA :Ysesd uoisje(,
(spiom /€ ‘6107/80/2T) LOO Pad 4ed (Spiom 061 ‘8L07/60/67) LOO KD 4ed (spiom £0€ ‘8L0T/LL/TL) LOO Pod aMid

ped Je) 3£y ae) pad oyig

‘pasAjeue spiue Jo Alewwns ‘zy d|qe]



	Abstract
	Introduction
	Road collisions and road safety
	Framing road safety
	The ‘cyclist’ and road safety
	The London context

	Methodology
	Road safety as discourse
	Search criteria
	Article selection
	Analytical methods

	Findings
	Thematic versus episodic framing
	Social actors

	Discussion
	Typical cyclists
	Exceptional (rogue) drivers
	Tragic pedestrians
	(Un)equal mobilities: risk and danger

	Conclusion
	Notes
	ORCID
	References

