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Executive summary

There is widespread consensus that young adults are over-represented in motor vehicle
accident statistics. This report presents findings of research undertaken in the
Newcastle region that analysed young males’ driving behaviour and their attitudes
towards the question of road safety. The overall research objectives conducted for the
Federal Oftfice of Road Safety was to:

e Investigate the relationship between young males’ attitudes towards driver
education and driving practices:

e Idenufy how the social construction of masculinity (including peer pressure)
influences driving behaviour;

¢ Collect and analyse qualitative and quantitative data from males ranging in age from
16 and 26 years;

e Determine if socio-economic factors play a role in shaping attitudes towards driver
education and drving behaviour; and,

e Examine the spatial distribution and causes of young males’ involvement in motor
vehicle accidents.

Young males’ involvement in traffic accidents

The major findings from a quantitative analysis of the RTA’s Hunter region accident
data identified that:

e Male drivers aged 17 to 19 years, namely those with the least experience were
more likely to be involved in tratfic accidents.

e Fifty-one (51) per cent of young male drivers involved in accidents had between 0-
3 years driving experience.

e Sixty-two (62) per cent of young male drivers involved in accidents held standard
or “unrestricted” licences.

The analysis also identified major characteristics that distinguished males aged 16 to 26
years involvement in accidents from other drivers. Compared to other drivers, young
male drivers:

More likely to be involved in fatal accidents than other drivers.

Were twice as likely to be involved in a tratfic accident than temales of the same
age cohort.

Less likely to wear a restraint.

More likely to have ‘Unknown Speed’ recorded against them.

More likely to lose control of their vehicle.

Have a greater percentage of their accidents on winding roads than other drivers;
and

e Experienced more accidents during the hours of darkness.



Attitudes towards road safety education campaigns/issues

A Questionnaire Survey was conducted with University students, TAFE students, High
School students, males from a Youth Access group and young males that congregate
around the inner city Foreshore area in Newcastle. Within the Questionnaire Survey
respondents were asked to rate particular road safety messages and initiatives from 0
to 5, with 5 indicating as being very important.

e Except for University students. the respondents who participated in the survey
were receptive to passive delivery of road safety messages. such as welevision
commercials.

e In regard to road safety education slogans, there was wide support for the slogan
“If you drink and drive - you're a bloody idiot. Almost 27 per cent gave this slogan
a rating of 5 out of 5.

e There was uniform support and acceptance by young males that drink-driving is
not acceptable behaviour.

e Compared to television commercials most of the respondents felt that road safety
messages on roadsigns and/or buses had minimal impact on their driving behaviour.

e Speed cameras, and the visible presence of the Police, were perceived as being
effective in controlling excessive speeding behaviour among young male drivers.

e Seventy-two (72) per cent of the respondents identified the ‘the driver should
remain alert’ as being the most important factor in road safety.

e University and TAFE students were more supportive of the statement that the
minimum age for learning to drive should be raised (36 per cent and 57 per cent
respectively).

Young males suggestions on the ways road safety could be improved

Responses and suggestions were uniformly shared between all groups. Their main
concerns were with driver education for both young drivers and the more experienced
drivers. For young drivers their major suggestions included:

More rigorous training for ‘L’ drivers, including defensive driving course.

e Engine restrictions for ‘L and ‘P’ Plate drivers (similarly to the ones imposed on
motorcycle drivers).

e Explicit and graphic films showing the aftermath of road accidents.

Young drivers believed that more experienced ‘older” drivers had limited knowledge of
current road laws and that they exhibited poor driving behaviour. Because it was
perceived that bad driving practices of older drivers were ignored by the Police it was
suggested that:

e A ‘dob-in-a-bad-driver’ campaign would improve the driving standards of all
drivers.

e All drivers who had held their licence for 20 years should re-sit a practical and
theoretical driving test every five years; and that the

e Police enforce road laws with all drivers.
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What influences young male drivers’ driving attitudes?

It is important to emphasise that attitudes established in their early years of driving may
continue over into adulthood. Among the respondents from the Questionnaire Survey

e Around 70 per cent noted that they had driven before they were legally old enough.
The average age that they had first driven was 9 years of age.

¢ Tifty-six per cent of them identified their father as having a major influence on their
early driving behaviour.

Young males perception of their own driving ability

Despite around 40 per cent of all respondents experiencing either loss or points and/or
tines tor speeding and other tratfic otfences the vast majority of them were under the
perception that:

o Their driving behaviour was far superior than other drivers, especially compared to
temales and older male drivers.

e Statistics that indicated that young males were more likely to be involved in road
trattic accidents were talsely represented; and

¢ They were deliberately being targeted by the Police.



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
YOUNG MALE DRIVERS’ DRIVING BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDE
TOWARDS ROAD SAFETY CAMPAIGNS

1.1 Introduction: background to the research investigating young males’ driving
behaviour and attitude towards road safety campaigns

Road traffic accident data indicate that compared to all other drivers, males aged
between 16 and 26 years have a greater chance of being involved in road traffic
accidents. Accordingly, their over-representation in these statistics places them at
greater risk of being killed in motor vehicle accidents than any other age group. The
national rate of road mortality, a preventable cause of death, concerns governments
and the public alike. However. the alarmingly high rate of youth road mortality
warrants young male drivers being a central focus in any analysis of road satety. This
report presents the findings of a statistical analysis of driving accidents in the
Newcastle RTA region and a questionnaire survey undertaken with males aged 16 to
26 years from October1996 to January 1997.

The extensive media coverage of road fatalities over Christmas and New Year holiday
periods justitiably promoted public and governmental outcry. For example, the horrific
1996-97 holiday road toll prompted calls for uniform national road laws (Weekend
Australian, 4-3/1/97;, Courier Mail, 4.1.97). Police, politicians. and the media have
focussed much of their attention on three variables - alcohol, speed and fatigue
(Weekend Australion 28-29/12/96; Courier Mail. 2.1.97 and 4.1.97, Australian,
3.1.97). Undoubtedly, these elements are important contributory factor to road
tatalities. Studies indicate that the introduction of road safety campaigns, the wearing
of seat belts, and lower alcohol levels has significantly assisted in lowering the road toll
over the past twenty years despite an increase in the numbers of registered vehicles
(Robertson L S, 1996). More importantly, there is an overwhelmingly need for all
states to implement a coordinated and carefully planned policy that will impact on road
safety. However, a concentration on the above stated variables will inevitably result in
legislation more concerned with tougher penalties than with correcting reckless driving
behaviour. Some recommendations include the introduction of licence disqualitication
for lite, and/or ignition locks to be fitted on vehicles for repeat high-range, drink driver
offenders (Newcastle Herald, 31.12.96. Weekend Ausrralian, 15-16.2.97). The high
incidence of alcohol caused accidents cannot be denied, but deterrence is no solution
(Legge J S, & Park 1994). In the United States. despite the introduction of tough
penalties and the legal drinking age being raised to 21 years in 1984 (Giacopassi D, &
Winn 1995). alcohol remains the major cause for around fitty per cent of all fatal road
accidents (Angell M & Kassierer. 1994; Klein J L., Anthenellie, Bacon, Smith &
Schuckit 1994; Wieczorek W F, Mirand & Callahan 1994). Legislating to punish “bad
drivers™ is too simplistic a solution in attempts to alleviate road trauma. Drink-driving,
inappropriate speeding, and not wearing seat belts are symptoms of bad driving
practices, not the cause. Moreover, although many drivers commonly recognise the



inherent dangers of the above elements they may still persist in hazardous driving
behaviour (MacDonald T K, Zanna & Fong 1995). Changing attitudes towards
reckless driving and identifying ways to encourage safe driving practices remains a
challenge. It is widely accepted that young male drivers constitute the group maost
likely to engage in reckless driving practices (Mundt J C, Ross & Harrington 1992;
Thombs D L, Beck. Mahoney. Bromely & Bezon 1994). Surprisingly, little 1s known
about the tactors that aftect the driving behaviour among male adolescents and young
adults (Donovan J E, 1993, p.6(Xh. No single theoretical perspective has been offered
to account for how and why young males might differentiate from other drivers. This
researcher suggests that ‘masculinity studies’ may offer an understanding in assessing
why young males are overly represented in motor vehicle accidents.

1.2 Young males driving to death

On a busy expressway near Newcastle, oblivious to the passing traffic, a couple aged
in their forties stand gazing at a wreath placed on a roadside barrier marking the fatal
accident site of a 19 year old male. It is an all too familiar scene. Throughtout
Australia on suburban avenues. rural gravel roads, and along city streets roadside
memorials in the form of crosses and tlowers are daily reminders of the dangers of
driving. A study in the Newcastle area indicated that roadside memorials
overwhelmingly commemorated the deaths of young men, and to a lesser extent,
young women (Hartig K V & Dunn 1996). In part, the explanation lies with the fact
that young men are more likely to be involved in fatal road accidents. Miles (1991)
claims that men are the ~death sex.... not only the main perpetrators of violence but its
chief victims.” Certainly. internally and externally focussed aggressions go a long way
toward explaining high rates of male suicide and deaths trom motor vehicle accidents
in Australia (Bumley I H, 1994). Statisticaily, young males are most a risk. In New
South Wales 24 per cent of all those killed in traffic accidents were males aged 17 to
25 (Road and Traffic Authority 1995). As Knott’s (1994) historical study of road
traffic accidents in New South Wales demonstrated, this age and gender group has
consistently dictated road {fatality trends. For this reason it is imperative to gain some
understanding of young male driving behaviour and attitudes.

Much of the literature on young male drivers tocuses exclusively on their poor satety
records. Overwhelmingly this 1s attributed to the consumption of alcohol and/or drugs
and their driving inexperience. (Asch P & Levy 1990; Donovan | E, 1993; Hennessy M
& Saltz 1990; Johnston V & White 1989; and Mundt, er af 1993). Interestingly, it has
been noted that young drivers involved in road accidents generally have lower Blood
Alcohol Levels than adults (Johnston et al 1989). However, this tends to overlook the
correlation between inexperience with alcohol combined with a lack of experience in
handling motor vehicles. As already noted, drink-driving is continually cited as a major
cause. It is a factor that is easily identitied. However, on the otherhand, driving
inexperience, not so readily identified as a factor, has important and largely neglected
implications for road safety policies. Young adults are characterised as thrill-seekers,
rebellious, and impulsive in their behaviour (Thombs, ef @/ 1994). Accordingly, they
are perceived as being prone (o engaging in reckless, risktaking driving practices such
as speeding and overtaking in adverse conditions. To focus on symptoms of bad
driving is counter-productive. Similarly high risk behaviour should not be accepted
and/or dismissed as ““a problem behaviour ‘syndrome’ in youth™ (Johnston 1989 et af).



In order to curtail such problems. it is necessary to (re)construct an understanding ot
why young drivers, notably young males engage in such damaging behaviour. Studies
on masculinity, go some way in achieving this.

1.3 Outline of the report

Chapter two presents the methodology that was utilised within this research
programme. It outlines the difference between quantitative and qualitative research and
presents a brief analysis of masculinity studies, This chapter argues why specific
approaches were adopted.

Chapter three is concemned with the findings of an indepth analysis ot the RTA data
for road traffic accidents that have occurred over a five year period (1991-1995)
within the Hunter RTA region. By using selective variables it aims to construct a
profile of the major characteristics of male driver aged between 16 and 26 years.
Additionally young male drivers will be analysed according to the similarities and
differences with female drivers of the same age cohort and all other drivers.

Chapter four deals with the survey data. The survey questionnaire was designed to
elicit quantifiable and qualitative data from young males aged between 16 and 26
years. The main body of the questionnaire collected information relating to driving and
attitudes, the final part of the questionnaire was concerned with demographic details.

Chapter five reflects on the implications of the research in relation with the social
construction of masculinity. This chapter will also examine the relevance and
effectiveness of current road safety campaigns and deterrent strategies and suggest
alternative measures.

Chapter six documents the overall conclusions, recommendations and suggests areas
for future research.

Conclusion

The dilemma of the high death rates of young male drivers has been widely recognised.
The results of bad driving practices - such as speeding and drink-driving are easily
recognised. However. it is necessary to understand why males, particularly young
males engage in dangerous driving practices. It has been suggested that a masculinity
theoretical framework may assist in understanding the attitudes of young male drivers.



CHAPTER TWO

THE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

2.1 Introduction

This chapier outlines the methodology undertaken. The methods were selected in

accordance with achieving the key ohjectives of this research. These objectives were

to:

e investigate the relationship between young male’s attitudes towards driver
education and driving practces;

e identify how the social construction of masculinity (including peer pressure)
influences the driving behaviour of young males;

e collect and analyse qualitative and quantitative data from males in the age range of
16 to 26 years;

¢ determine if socio-economic factors play a role in shaping attitudes towards driver
education

e cxamine the spatial distribution and causes of young males’ involvement in motor
vehicle accidents.

This chapter outlines the research design undertaken for this project and offers an

explanation as to why these methods were selected. In order to achieve the above

objectives of the research proposal, three methodologies were employed.

e Firstly, quantitative research based on Hunter RTA zone accident data;

e Secondly, qualitative research based on a structured questionnaire survey. and semi-
structured interviews with young drivers and police patrol officials; and {inally.

e an analysis of masculinity theory.

Much of the literature, including media reports, associates young males’ driving
behaviour with negative outcomes. Indeed, there would secem to be a societal
assumption and expectation that this group is most at risk on our roads. Road traffic
accident statistical data confirms this assumption. However, this research specifically
wanted to investigate the attitudes of these spectfic “at risk™ drivers. Research into
community attitudes to a wide range of road safety initiatives has been undertaken at a
national level (Reark Research 1987; Roy Morgan Research 1992), However. no
single perspective has offered an account of how young drivers might be differentiated
from other drivers. Therefore, it was necessary to conduct a specific quantitative
analysis of young male drivers. To gain an insight into the motivation and driving
behaviour of young males qualitative research was undertaken. Finally. in order to
understand why young males engage in unconventional driving behaviour this research
was undertaken from a masculinity theoretical perspective.

Quantitative research focuses primarly on a secondary analysis of statistical indicators.
Such investigations are useful for policy research. To account for how and why young
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male drivers differ from and/or to highlight similar driving traits to all other drivers, the
methodology included a quantitative analysis of all motor vehicle accidents in the
Hunter RTA region over a five year period. Moreover, due to increasing concern over
young females increasing involvement in traftic accidents this study compared young
males aged between 16 and 26 years with females of the same age cohort. Qualitative
research, mainly used by social scientists is generally guided by theoretical research. Tt
is concerned with causal processes and explanation. Accordingly. qualitative research
adopted within this study involved a structured questionnaire survey, semi-structured
interviews with young males and unstructured interviews with police traffic patrol
officers. The researcher has suggested that ‘masculinity studies’ could ofter a
theoretical framework within which to provide an explanation as to why young males
are excessively represented in motor vehicle accidents. Thus, the methodology involves
a combination of qualitative and quanfitative methods analysed from a masculinity
theoretical approach. This ensured that the research encompassed descriptive causal
analysis as well as being reinforced by analytical measurements and a theoretical
understanding.

2.2 Quantitative research - analysis of RTA dataset

Computers now enable organisations to amass extensive data bases for their pertinent
statistics. The Road and Traffic Authority (RTA) in New South Wales are no
exception. The Hunter RTA region extends from south of Gostord to north of Taree
and west to Merriwa (see Figure 2.1). The dataset covered all road traftic accidents in
the Hunter RTA zone over a five year period (July 1991 -July 1995). This dataset is
ultimately concerned with providing data to assist in the long-term aim of
governmental decision making relating to road safety pelicies. A distinctive feature of
policy driven datasets that differentiates it from qualitative data is its focus on
accountable factors {or variables). The dataset used for this research involved 18,480
cases. Each case was cross-tabbed with 162 variables. The variables covered a wide
range of issues pertinent to driving behaviour, locational and weather tactors.
Understandably, any quantitative analysis 1§ subject to the constraints of these
variables. For example, confidentiality restricted access to data relating to some illegal
practices such as whether alcohol was involved. Names were not included, but factors
such as age of controllers. location and date of crash could potentially identify those
involved through local media and/or court reporting's. Given time and finance, this
data could have been uncovered. However, it was decided that the survey was more
interested in ascertaining attitudes towards issues of drink-driving than documenting
the extent of deviant driving practices. All of the males interviewed were aware of the
risks associated with drink driving, with many of them openly condemning drink-
driving practices. This finding corresponds with research undertaken into community
attitudes to road safety that noted that 52 per cent of male drivers aged between 15
and 24 years stated that the statement “if I am driving, I don’t drink” was applicable to
them (Roy Morgan 1992). A primary objective of the quantitative analysis was to
construct a profile of young male drivers. This objective was to achieve two aims.
Firstly, to demonstrate how they differ from all other drivers and to highlight their
similaritics with all other drivers and, secondly, to compare the differences and
similarities with females' drivers of the same age cohort.



2.3 The selected variables

The major initial difticulty posed at the beginning of the research was how to select
relevant variables from such a large data base. In order to make the project manageable
all the variables were examined 1in relation to their statistical and theoretical relevance
to this study. Using a SPSS package this involved factor analysis; normal distributions;
and chi-square tests. The factor analysis identified nine variables that were considered
statistical signiticant (Table 2.1). A further twenty variables were selected tor turther
analysis. A detailed analysis of the variables selected by the factor analysis process and
other selected variables was undertaken. However, many of these variables were not
significant, either in relation to their significance to young male drivers or that the data
produced very low percentages across the range of sub-sets. It was decided to focus
on variables that could be characterised as risk factors in accident data. Such variables
included age, gender, stated speed; crash day; alignment of road. naturaf light; error
factor, and degree of crash injury.

Table 2.1: Factor analysis for male drivers aged 16-26 years

VARIABLE EIGENVALUE

Road alignment 1.51737

Controller's age 1.81322

Controller 1.68534
restraint

Crash date 1.41495
Crash day 1.26822
Crash time 1.15079

Degree of injury 1.05651

Driver experience | 1.001350

Type of licence 1.00311

One of the intended objectives of this study was to investigate the spatial distribution

and causes of young males’ involvement in motor vehicle accidents. Although it was

possible to determine the place of residence (by post code) of each controller, the

objective to map accident sites proved too ambitious. On the otherhand, the adoption

of a quantitative methodology enabled the research to:

e identify the major causes of young males’ involvement in motor vehicle accidents,
and

o collect and conduct comparable studies of road traffic accident involvement tor
males ranging in age from 16 and 26 years with all other drivers and females of the
same age cohort.

Understanding why these trends emerge involves more detailed exploratory methods.

2.4 Qualitative research - questionnaire survey and semi-structured interviews

A major component of this research is concemed with an analysis of a questionnaire
survey. Questionnaires are essential for descriptive, explanatory and exploratory
research. The questionnaire survey of males aged between 16 and 26 years regarding
road safety issues is twelve pages long (Appendix 1). The questionnaire encompasses a
number of basic demographic questions relating to age, socio-economic status, etc., as



well as questions regarding driving experience, driving convictions and motivational
data. It also included questions with scales developed to measure attitudes towards
driving safety issues. Following ethical guidelines stipulated by The University ol
Newcastle Ethics Committee, confidentiality was assured and a stamped addressed
envelope was attached to each form. More importantly, due to ethical reasons, it was
not possible to directly request information from the respondents regarding illegal
activities such drink-driving or speeding. Indeed, aL the request of the Ethics
Committee an attachment was placed advising respondents ol counselling services
telephone numbers 1f any questions {such as in relation to motor vehicle accidents)
should cause distress. To elieit self-reporting of illegal driving practices many ol the
questions were designed to give the respondent the option for further personal
comments. With very few exceptions the respondents took advantage of this
opportunity. Their comments revealed an insight into the personality of the respondent
and enabled the researcher to construct a comprehensive picture ot the perception and
attitudes of young male drivers’ about their drving ability and road-safety. More
significantly, their responses revealed their personal construction of gender and how
this corresponded with hegemonic masculinity. The information collected this way
negated the need o0 conduct unstructured interviews with young males. Using a
moditied questionnaire, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 49
respondents. Additionally, an unstructured interview was conducted with two road
traffic patrol police officers in Newcastle.

2.5 The questionnaire survey participants

The intended questionnaire research method has undergone some modification.
Initially, it was intended to collect around 600 surveys from four groups of males. This
would include high school students, TAFE students, university students and young
male car enthusiasts commonly referred to as ‘rev-heads’ that frequent the Newcastle
foreshore area at weekends. These four groups were selected as it was considered that
they were tairly representative of young males in Newcasue. However, the last group
were considered to be ‘too ill-defined” and because youth unemployment is particularly
high in this region it was decided they should be replaced by an unemployed group.
Gaining access to young unemployed males proved problematic. Government agencies
are unwilling to divulge information and although Skill-Share managers were
sympathetic to the survey, financial constraints has curtailed much of their activities in
the Newcastle district. Youth Access in Newcastle (YAN) an organisation that advises
youth on a range of issues was cooperative. However, the response rate of 14 from a
possible 50 determined that the former fourth group would have to be included. The
obvious difficulties of accessing a group engaged in illegal activities such as ‘drag-
racing” were overcome by making modifications to the survey. The likelihood of this
group returning surveys even accompanied by stamped envelopes was considered
unlikely. Therefore it was decided that semi-structured interviews moditied from the
larger questionnaire would be conducted over two weekends duning day-light hours.
Semi-structured interviews can create some bias in the responses. However, there are
some advantages. It is it is generally assumed that postal questionnaires are open to
corruption as this method allows the participants to sabotage research anonymously.
On the otherhand face to face interviews with sub-cultures obsessed with motor
vehicles and speed may introduce some ‘bravado’ in their responses. For example the
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49 males interviewed at Newcastle foreshore area experienced the highest levels of
driving related convictions.

2.6 Distribution and response rate of the questionnaire survey

University students are frequently involved in surveys and bhecause Newcastle is a
university city many of the High Schools receive frequent requests for survey work to
be undertaken with their students. Most school principals were reluctant to give
approval for this survey to be undertaken at their school. Given the nature of the
survey, this is somewhat surprising. especially as so many prncipals had some
comment on the hazardous way young drivers drove. For example, one principal
replied “don’t talk to me about young male drivers, I know all about the hoons that
drive down my street.” In sharp contrast to the schools, the TAFE insutute mn
Newcastle was particularly receptive to the request for the survey to include TAFE
students. Accordmgly, it was decided to use TAFE students for the pilot study. The
response rate of thirty returned questionnaires out of fifty questionnaires distributed
proved rewarding. Additionally. because there were no apparent problems with the
survey questions it was decided that no changes were necessary. A total of 250
questionnaires (including the pilot 50) was distributed among TAFE students. The
response rate of 181 (representing a return rate of 72 per cent) was overwhelming.
This indicates, that either this group is neglected in surveys, and/or the topic was
particularly interesting to them. Two hundred surveys were distributed among
university students attending lectures in the Department of Geography and
Environmental Sciences and in the Department of Engineering. The response rate of
113 for this group represents just over a 56 per cent response. As already stated
university students are regularly requested to complete questionnaires and theretore
exhibit inditference to such requests. On the otherhand, approximately 12 male
students approached me informally with their opinions on many of the quesuons.
Interestingly, other researchers to increase participation involving university students
offered incentives such as payment or lottery tickets for those returning completed
questionnaires (Agostinelli G & Miller 1993; Donovan 1993).

Despite authorisation from the Department ot Education, as already noted the majority
of Newecastle schools (both private and public) were reluctant to allow the
questionnaire survey to be undertaken with their students. Three public schools and
two private schools did give permission. One private and one public school was
located outside the Newecastle city area at Maitland and Cessnock respectively. The
response rate of 76 from 250 surveys from the public schools represents a rather low
return rate of 30 per cent. In contrast 64 surveys returned from a possible 80
distributed to private schools demonstrates a response rate of 80 per cent. There was a
higher response rate trom private schools. perhaps because of the willingness of staff
members al the schools to participate in the survey. For example, at both private
schools, a box was placed at the main office for the students to return their completed
surveys which the schools’ administrative staft then forwarded to the researcher. It
should be noted that at both private and public schools. some members of statf aged
under 26 years also completed questionnaire surveys. Leaving aside the semi-
structured, moditied questionnaire survey of 49 males at the Foreshore arca. the 448
participants represent an overall response rate of 57 per cent.
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2.7 Unstructured interviews

From many of the questionnaires it was clear that young males tended to believe that
police patrol officers deliberately “targetted” them. "1 was pissed off because other
drivers were going the same speed as me, but I was the only one stopped” was
commonly noted on many of the questionnaire survey torms. Police, due their official
status, have discretionary powers. This power extends to who, when, and why they
stop particular drivers. Specific drivers are targetted for instances ot dangerous driving
practices and/or exceeding the speed limit. Many other drivers are stopped randomly
10 assist in the prevention of drink-driving activities, or for licence and/or vehicle
roadworthy checks. In regard to the former, there is a high level of community support
and acceptance for Random Breath Testing patrols (Roy Morgan 1992). For licence
checks, and/or roadworthy checks random checks are not necessarily in the strictest
sense random (Williamson 1996). Understandably, police will tend to apprehend the
appropriate driver. The RTA Hunter region statistics indicate that only 22 per cent of
drivers involved in traffic accidents drove a vehicle less than ten years old. Whether or
not police deliberately target young drivers is a moot point. The reality is that young
male drivers are the driving group more likely to engage in dangerous driving practices
and drive vehicles that may require mechanical attention. The primary tocus ot the
interviews with two police patrol officers was to determine their perceptions of the
ditficulties facing young male drivers.

2.8 A theoretical framework

The dilemma of the high death rates prevalent among young male drivers is widely
recognised. The results of bad driving practices - such as speeding and drink-driving
are easily recognised. However. it is necessary (0 understand why males, particularly
young males engage in hazardous and all too often fatal driving practices. It is
suggested that a masculinity theoretical framework may assist in understanding the
attitudes of young male drivers.

2.8.1 Understanding young males

In recent years the question of masculinity within the realms of gender studies has
become both a cultural and an intellectual problem (Connell R W 1993). It is now
widely accepted that gender is not innate in the individual but is instead a learned social
construction. Males construct and validate their behaviour within the context and
norms of social behaviour (Bird S R 1996). In otherwords, the behaviour of males and
their construction of masculinity cannot be divorced from its institutional context.
Male practices that are socially dominant are represented as hegemonic masculinity
(Connell 1991; Donaldson M 1993). Overwhelmingly, society continues to associate
masculinity with power, influence, and dominance (Steinberg W 1993). Masculinity is
valued through various torms of power, including control over women. over other men
and over machines and technology {Segal L 1993). This assumption of male
superiority and power is lived out and reinforced within the social system.

The formation and learning of masculinity begin in the home, continues at schooel, in

the workplace and within the social network. From an early age, compared to the
female child, the male child 1s generally allowed to explore more treely and play more
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adventurously (Miles 1991). Fathers also play a significant role in the early
construction of masculinity as they generally show a far greater anxiety than mothers
that their sons grow up to be “regular guys” (Miles 1991). Peer pressure begins in
school when boys find themselves competing against each other “to impress their
mates” (Fisher N 1992) This competitiveness, to be “one of the boys’ continues into
adult life. Competition with other males. whether it is expressed through sporting,
work and/or social activities. provides a stage for establishing oneself as an individual
and also appropriately masculine (Bird 1996). Extreme masculine stereotypes are
readily identitied in ‘macho Rambo type’ movies and further tvpitied in many male
sports, such as motor racing (Edgley C 1987). The challenge for being quintessential
male is driven by the fear of feminine identification (Segal 1991; Steinberg 1993).
Being male mevitably involves exaggerated and aggressive masculine posturing. All
too frequently the construction of hegemonic masculinity involves violence, danger,
and sometimes death.

Such damaging constructions of masculinity are readily accepted within society. The
‘rites of passage’ associated with traditional societies has been given as an analogy of
the damaging behavioural practices of young males (Pleck J H 1982; Farrow J A &
Brissing 1990; Segal 1990; Miles 1991). Such analogies appear appropriate.
Adolescent male tribal initiation rites into manhood mark a separation from childhood
and identification with females. The male child entering manhood is endowed with
power and, generally, control over resources. It 1S not an easy passage. Ceremonies
generally involve the infliction of ritualised violence and pain. Such pain is endured to
promote bonding and identification with other males in the community. Farrow er al
(1990) argues that western society, lacking a “rites of passage’, utilises competence
over the motor vehicle to mark the transition from boyvhood to manhood. Undeniably.
the motor vehicle serves as a means of engendering power through independence from
the family milicu. However gaining mastery of a motor vehicle coincides with other
‘rites of passage’ for Australian youth. At the age of 17-18 years they are in the
process of studying for their Higher School Certificates, leaving school; gaining
employment or placement in tertiary institutions. More significantly, most young
adolescents within this age group have had some initial experiences with drugs and
alcohol. Leaving aside emotional aspects demonstrated by the high rate of youth
suicide, these acts represent major milestones involving decisions that may atfect their
future lives. All these factors contribute to adolescents transition from childhood to
adulthood.

It is widely accepted that males’ mastery of the motor vehicle will include handling
risky, dangerous and competitive driving (Farrow et a/ 1990). Undoubtedly, such
behaviour is influenced by notions of powerfulness and autonomy. However, there has
been little research that has examined these factors as predictors of hazardous driving
behaviour among young males.
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CHAPTER THREE

AN ANALYSIS OF ROAD VEHICLE ACCIDENT DATA FOR THE HUNTER
RTA REGION

3.1, Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the findings of an indepth analysis of the RTA data for

road traffic accidents that have occurred over a five year period (1991-1995) within

the Hunter RTA region. The main aim of this analysis is to construct a profile of male

drivers aged 16 to 26 years. In order to achieve this aim the analysis will in particular:

¢ determine to what extent males aged between 16 and 26 years are involved in motor
vehicle accidents:

e highlight similaritics and differences between young male drivers with females of
the same age cohort and with all other drivers; and

e examine variables that may offer an explanation as to why this group is most at risk.

As discussed in the previous chapter, the RTA data consists of a comprehensive and
extensive datasel. To attempt to incorporate all possible aspects of this source is
beyond the scope of the research. A careful examination of the data and a Factor
Analysis has resulted in the selection of specific variables. These varables were
identitied as being most pertinent to a study on young male drivers. It is important to
note that the following tables have been disaggregated from cross-tabulations that
were conducted across a wider analysis of the data. Where it is considered appropriate,
comparisons are made with temales of the same age cohort and with ‘all drivers’.

3.2 Age and gender of controllers involved in motor vehicle accidents

The motor vehicle accident data for the Hunter RTA region revealed that in relation to
the number of controllers there were 18,433 valid cases with 47 missing cases. This
made a total of 18,480 cases. Table 3.1 indicates that with 11,871 males and 6.562
females the gender of the controller was overwhelmingly biased towards males.
Indeed, males were the controller for 64.2 per cent of the cases.

Table 3.1: controller by gender

Controller Total number Per cent
Male 11871 64.2
Female 6562 35.5
No controller 12 0.1
Unknown 35 0.1
Total 18480 100

Taking female and male drivers aged 16 and 26 years together, they represent 36 per
cent of the total cases (Table 3.2). The rate of young drivers’ (male and female)
involvement in accidents is vividly demonstrated in Figure 3.1, especially for those
aged between 17 and 20 years. Males dominate these statistics. Indeed. tor the 16 to
26 years age cohort, males involvement in accidents is double the female participation
rates (Table 3.2). At an individual gender/age level of analysis, the critical age for
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males and females is 18 years (Figures 3.2 and 3.3). Within their respective gender and
age cohort, 18 year old males are the controller in 13.5 per cent of accidents and 18
year old females are the controller for 13.7 per cent ol accidents. In regard to all
accidents documented for males aged between 16 and 26 years, fifty per cent of all
accidents are attributed to those aged between 17 and 20 years. It 1s noleworthy that
whereas male involvement declines with age, female involvement tends to fluctuale. As
Figure 3.3 demonstrates twenty year old females are involved in almost as many
accidents as their 18 year old counterparts.

Table 3.2: controller aged 16-26 years

Controller Total number | Per cent (%)
Males 16-26yrs 4399 23.8
Females 16-26yrs | 2263 12.2

Toral 6662 36.00

Statistically, females are involved in fewer motor vehicle accidents than males.
However. it has been noted that with the trend towards more young women driving
and the increase in female car ownership, in time, many of the gender differences will
be reduced or even eliminated (The Sunday Times, 9.3.97). Certainly there has been
much commentary on the increase in the number of women driving while under the
influence of alcohol (Hernandez A C. Newcomb & Rabow 1994; Moore R H 1994;
Wells-Parker E, Pang, Anderson, McMillen & Miller 1991). In recognition of such
trends it is vital to ascertain the extent of similaritics and/or differences i their
involvement in road traffic accidents with males of the same age group.

Fig.3.1. (Graph) Male and female controllers 0-90 years
Fig 3.2. (Graph) Male controllers aged 16-26 years
Fig 3.3. (Graph) Female controllers aged 16-26 years.

3.3 Assessing culpability

Generally, unless it is a fatal accident, there is very little media attention given to road
vehicle accidents. In the Hunter RTA region 5.2 per cent (representing a total of 960
deaths) of all accidents over the five year period were fatal. Many accidents, although
not fatal. have long term health complications, physically and psychologically. All road
trauma must be considered as a preventable health hazard. It is wrong to ascribe
culpability to all drivers involved in fatal accidents. Nevertheless the link between
negative driving practices and fatal accidents, however tenuousness must be
highlighted. Other variables that can be described as identitying culpable dnving
include speed; error factor; and in relation to degree of injury the use of a restraint.
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3.3.1 Degree of crash injury

Table 3.3: degree of crash injury (per cent)

Degree of Males 16-26yrs | Females 16-20yrs | All drivers
injury

Fatal 6.2 3.7 5.2
Admitted injury | 32.9 224 29.6
Treated injury | 54.3 66.6 57.2

Base (count) 4399 2263 18468

Table 3.3 reinforces the importance of research into young male drivers. Males aged
between 16 and 26 years of age are twice as likely to be involved in an fatal accident
than females of the same age group. Interestingly, young females are more likely to
have treated injuries than any other group. This could be due to the predisposition of
females to readily access medical attention in contrast to males who tend to ignore
and/or understate health related issues.

Table 3.4: degree of crash injury - males aged 16-26 years (per cent)

Degree of | 16yrs | 17yrs | 18yrs | 19yrs | 2