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1. Background

The basis of this paper is a Project entitled: "Method to identify dangerous traffic
behaviour". The project is carried through in Vienna since 1989 and now is almost
finished. At the second workshop of ICTCT in Munich I already spoke about one of
the methods used in the project, namely the observation of drivers while accompanying
them in their own car on a standardised test route (see CHALOUPKA 1990).

The most important aim of the study is the following: We want to get to know more
about behaviour patterns and interactions which are the reason for the social climate.
Social climate, on the other hand, is one main precondition for preparedness to
cooperation in traffic and for the willingness to behave in a considerate way - which
according to our hypotheses means "safe" as a consequence (e.g., see MULLER
1985).

Another aim is to get other indicators for "risk" or "lack of safety” than conflicts or
accidents out of the observation of behaviour and interaction of road users: The
hypothesis that this is possible is based on the interpretation of traffic conflicts and
accidents being a break down of interaction. It is only natural to expect that it will well
be possible to identify situations where a break down of interaction is imminent, or
where road users "do everything" to raise the probability of such a break down.

Some important basic hypotheses of the project, based on the short discussion above,
are the following three:

- The traffic climate (meant as an analogy to "social climate”, sce LEWIN et al.
1939) is very much responsible for the comfort in road-traffic (for a general
social-psychological rule see WITTE 1989, MULLER 1985)

- The character of interaction and communication in traffic is an important factor
for traffic safety, as they represent the social climate, and as they can be looked
upon as precondition for the degree and the quality of cooperation between road
users (RISSER 1988)

- The social-conflict concept in a new perspective plays an important role in road
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traffic, as conflict solution in a traditional way is not possible when motor
vehicles are involved (ICTCT 1990)

1.1. Interaction and communication in road traffic

The discussion above is based on social and social-psychological theories. Thus, one
could say that the introduction of these theories and their application for the analysis of
road-user interaction gives a new perspective for the description and interpretation of
traffic situations and traffic behaviour on micro and macro level (see PERSSON &
RISSER 1988).

1.2. How is the social climate in road traffic represented

An important criteria for assessing the social climate is the presence of interpersonal
conflicts and the type, or style of their solution. The definition of "interpersonal
conflict" is:

A special form of interaction where people try to see that their interests etc. are
realised, even if they are contradictory to the interests of other people.

In everyday life there usually are enough possibilities to handle conflicts verbally. But
this is of course mostly impossible in traffic when car drivers are involved.

Under other circumstances than in traffic small conflicts are easy to handle. Because of
the lack of possibilities to settle problems verbally in traffic, the situation is quite
different there. On the other side it is very easy there to cause literally fatal danger for
other people, e.g., when insisting on one’s right of way as a car driver, which again
leads to high conflict-potentials. Car drivers themselves are not really aware of this
fact.

I hope that these arguments show that climatical aspects have to be taken into

consideration when we look at behaviour and interaction of road users.

2. The study

From the following data bases conclusions regarding our basic hypotheses are drawn:

- Data of the accompanying observation out of the observed subjects’ cars

- Conflict studies on 10 chosen spots along a 30 km test route within the limits of
the city of Vienna (including highways and rural roads, though), together with

speed measurements and traffic countings on these spots

- Accident data from all along the test route (of course including the sites where
conflict observations on the spot were done)
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During the accompanying observations out of cars interaction and communication
situations were registered and described systematically as well as interpersonal
conflicts. The registered events were labelled as "dangerous resp. negative", "neutral”
or "positive" behaviour in respect to their influence on the other traffic participants.

Some examples for different types of interactions we registered are the following:
o  Negative resp. dangerous interactions (actions/reactions)

- does not give way (on purpose or unconsciously, e.g. because of lack
of overview)

- does not consider the other traffic participants, e.g. by not adapting
the speed to their presence

- does not interrupt his/her action (e.g. overtaking in spite of oncoming
traffic)

- "presses” others (e.g. very short headway, sometimes "supporting"
his/her action with flashing head light)

- etc.

0 Positive interactions

- is cooperative in tackling a certain situation (by slowing down, setting
a gesture, waiting, etc.)

- shows clearly what he/she wants to do (giving signs in a redundant
way, raising the chance for being understood by slowing down)

- etc.

0 Neutral interactions

. "normal" interactions according to the laws, like waiting at a stop sign
when there is traffic on the main road

After the test rides the experts accompanying the testees in the cars chose 10 spots,
where many positive or negative interactions had been registered. Those spots where
given a special check, including registrations of traffic conflicts, speed measurements,
and traffic counts.

The results of the accompanying observations are now going to be analysed. Especially
their relation to the data from the traffic-conflict studies and the traffic-accident
analyses on these spots are going to be scrutinised.
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3. Some first results

a)  With help of a cluster analysis the route sections could be divided into four

groups:

1) Sections with high speed traffic

2) Sections where visual perception and all kinds of distance keeping in
relation to other road users seem to play important roles

3) Sections where vehicle drivers have problems with turning left or
right

4) Sections where many interactions between the observed subjects and

pedestrians or cyclists were registered

b)  We found out that for the whole route the actions of traffic participants (i.e. of
those who take the initiative) are mostly dangerous or negative "climatically"”
seen in relation to the reactions (which in those cases are "compulsory" reactions
in order to be safe). Car drivers seem to set the initiative there in a dominant
way, and pedestrians have to comply.

Generally, there exist more positive or friendly reactions than unfriendly or
dangerous ones. This does not come unexpectedly, because the traffic system
would break down if all unfriendly acts (or those which can be interpreted as
unfriendly acts) would be responded to in a "tit-for-tat" fashion. But there exist in
fact some sections of the route where there are more unfriendly reactions than
actions. These are most probably those sections where revenge actions are "best
possible", which we hope to be able to explain more thoroughly during our next
steps of analysis.

However, the first results of the study already show that most situations in traffic are
very much influenced by social components which affect all kinds of interpretation of
different types of traffic situation. Traffic behaviour includes much more than technical
handling and manoeuvering aspects like "giving signs", "braking", etc. The emotiona]
component - strongly related to interpretation of other road users’ behaviour and to the
reaction to that - seems to play a vital role within the concept of "behaviour" of road
users.

Moreover, as we are mostly looking at behavioural exchange between road users (=
interaction), this emotional component is a natural ingredient: If, we say
"communication" instead of "interaction", and if we apply knowledge from
communication theory, we have to consider that communication consists of two
components - the practical or factual one and the emotional, or emotion-generating one
(WATZLAWIK et al. 1967). Obviously, we have to consider emotions in our safety
work.
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