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ABSTRACT

In Austria since 1997 15 year old people instead of 16 year old are allowed to have a driving
licence for mopeds. As this people of this age group are frequently involved in traffic
accidents, the Austrian Ministry of Transport and Science financed this project in order to
find ways to develop better target group oriented communication methods as a part of traffic
education programs.

This contribution will give an overview about this project (1). A discussion of the results ends
with a catalogue of criteria for communication strategies, that should be taken into
consideration whenever young people of an age of 15/16 are addressed in connection with
traffic issues, be it directly or indirectly. This catalogue includes also requirements
concerning the trainer or teacher, and it deals extensively with the contents and with the
construction of messages.

INTRODUCTION

The following problem areas make the development of communication guidelines for the
special target group – 15/16 year old youngsters – in the frame of traffic safety education
necessary:
- higher accident risk (2)
- critical economical situation connected to problems in the process of the development of

self-confidence and of an identity
- drug-addiction tendencies (3)
- dynamics in the change of life-style (4) (5) (6)

GOAL

In Austria, mobility education for 15/16 years old youth is very heterogeneous and often not
target-group oriented. More adequate ways and strategies to communicate with this group in
connection with safety and mobility issues were to be developed. To reach this aim, results
from earlier international studies, existing education materials, and experiences from similar
projects going on right now in Austria, financed by the Departments of Environment,
Transport and Education, have been considered. (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15)
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Guidelines were to be produced as a tool for all those who are concerned with education and
formation of 15 and 16 years old youth. Measures meant to achieve traffic safety and
appropriate forms of mobility are mentioned, and elaborated on in these guidelines. Direct
and indirect forms of safety and mobility education were considered.

Direct safety and mobility education refers to what is taught in the driving school, but also in
school, where pupils get both oral information and written materials dealing with, e.g., how
to drive mopeds correctly. Indirect refers to the consideration and discussion of safety issues
in connection with the training for jobs that imply driving a motor vehicle (e.g., training as a
car mechanic). In such cases, employers and teachers at the professional school should be
supplied with appropriate materials. Another opportunity to deal with the topics mobility and
safety indirectly is implicit treatment: This is the case, when one deals with examples from
transport in the frame of, e.g., mathematics, language education, geography, and the like.

We have learned with the help of interviews (see below) that in all these cases an approach
that is related to every-day issues of the target group, and that supports a rather direct
transfer of the learned contents into practice, is appreciated most by the young people. That
means that teachers have to know their practice. One has to learn about the wishes, needs,
interests, barriers, life style and social environment of the target group(s) and to make them
better visible. Our work could also show that teachers and trainers rather often are misled in
their communication with the youngsters by misjudgements and prejudices. Dealing with
things in a more adequate way, e.g., by avoiding misjudgements and prejudices should be
helpful in order to get heard by the target group and to achieve co-operation.

METHOD

Based on literature studies and on the results of interviews of former scientific projects in
Austria (see literature references) two surveys have been carried out: *) one for the target
group (300 15/16 year old boys and girls in different Austrian federal states, in towns and
from the country side and 20 experts have been interviewed) *) and one for „experts“ =
people who already have been involved in traffic education in various ways like teachers at
school, policemen, trainers at driving schools.

RESULTS

The catalogue of criteria that was developed on basis of the results the literature studies and
of these interviews deals with the following areas:
• An overview about special characteristics of 15/16 year old people (boys and girls) and

possible barriers for learning, resulting thereof
• Adequate communication strategies and typical mistakes that should be avoided
• Possible topics which are relevant for mobility and safety that are accepted by the young

people and that raise their interest

Characteristics of 15/16 year old boys and girls

The youngsters have to master a kind of balance between already well known and
experienced situations (e.g., family) and the handling of new ones (relationships and
activities outside the family). They are especially characterised by

 growing awareness of their own physical strength
 high interest in experimentation with the own body as well as with the environment
 strong interest in all kinds of things and substances that provide sensation and that

„widen the mind“
 puberty and its typical characteristics
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 wishes to gain distance from the norms and habits of their parents
 peer group orientation

Duty and fun do not have to be contradictions. The young people want to do things which
are useful as well as amusing. Thereby they want to apply their own ideas and to feel a
sense of community. At the same time, it is important that they can experience success.

The peer-group

In the socialisation process, during the time of puberty the peer-group more and more
replaces of the parents. Whereas parents act as mediators for basic norms, peers have more
influence in respect to behaviour patterns in connection with daily practice.

Generally, whenever one tries to influence youngsters one has to be aware of the
importance of the peer-group. Talking about young people of this special age is not so much
talking about individuals but much more talking about members of different subgroups. All
these subgroups function according to special group-rules which can differ from each other.
Knowing and understanding not only the different individuals of a group one is educating but
also the group rules makes it easier for a trainer to get in contact with the young people.

"Language"

Young people have a special kind of communication. They have their own "language" which
has mainly two different functions: a) it is one possibility to separate themselves from the
world of the adult and b) it helps to distinguish one lifestyle-group from the others.
Communication-signals can be found in the different kinds of how to dress, music, tattoos
etc.

Different leisure time activities of boys and girls

Information about leisure time activities is an important starting point for all kinds of
communication. When comparing the leisure time behaviour of boys and girls and of
different subgroups one can find a lot of differences which have to be taken into
consideration in the frame of the communication process.

E.g., girls do not have as much spare time as boys because of more household activities.
Girls read more and stay at home more than boys. Girls satisfy their need for motion by
dancing or swimming within closed halls, whereas boys can be found at places where they
can show to a „broader public“ strength and power. Moreover, they are regularly looking for
feedback about their personal physical limits.

Contents of traffic education and communication strategies

The formation of personality is a supreme principle in the frame of mobility education.
According to literature as well as to the results of the interviews one can, with little doubt,
conclude that traffic education is a kind of education of the personality. Moreover, one gets
the clear impression that most of the problems in traffic result out of communication
misunderstandings and misinterpretations of the needs and intentions of other road users.
Therefore traffic education should focus on the following aspects:
- Social competence should be supported as well as the willingness to perceive ones own

feelings („understand yourself in order to understand the others“)
- One should focus on the anticipation of dangerous situations in traffic more than on

mastering them.

Accordingly, the ranking of traffic education contents should be:
1. Self reflection
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2. Anticipation of danger and avoidance of danger
3. Vehicle-control

In respect to communication in general one has to distinguish two steps:
 Attracting / Coming into contact
 Keeping contact

How to come into contact primarily with young people:

Know a little bit about their interests and problems, new lifestyle, fashion, mobility
preferences (skating, skooters, inline-skating etc.)

Come into contact:

Know a little bit about their interests, new lifestyle, mobility preferences (skating, skooters,
inline-skating etc.)

As far as communication processes are concerned, within the frame of meetings with focus
on mobility and traffic safety, young people should get the opportunity:

 to create and to test their own ideas under real-life conditions
 to connect their activities to experiences of success and community
 to experience fun and amusement

Peer-group-substitute

In the frame of training and education courses young people should get similar
possibilities as when they are together with their peers during leisure time. This
means that
- Selection, testing and integration of new behaviour patterns have to be possible. They

should be allowed to „play“ with new impressions.
- They should be allowed to show feelings of intimacy and togetherness, but also to

demonstrate ability and power in order to protect their own interests in an acceptable
way.

Alcohol and drugs

In order to find solutions for the handling of the problem of alcohol and drug consumption in
connection with driving a car or moped it is necessary, in addition to the above mentioned
aspects, to learn about the causes for drug and alcohol consumption. In this area, grown ups
tend especially to use clichés for the interpretation of the behaviour of young people, like
„lack of responsibility“ or „unsteadiness“.

Results of interviews with the young people show three main causes for substance use
(ranked according to the importance):
1. to express oneself
2. to calm down, or to improve ones own mood
3. to communicate with peers

With respect to alcohol and drugs, experts are very often either misinterpreting the reasons
for consumption or the importance/priority of the different reasons. They impute lack of
considerateness as the main „reason“, while in reality youngsters use alcohol and drugs as
aids to reach the above listed goals.
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Wished-for characteristics of moderators and trainers

As already mentioned, any person who is working with young people should as a very first
step try to get as much information as possible about the very special group he/she is
working with if he/she wants to get in contact and to be able to communicate. This will allow
to influence attitudes and behaviour in the wished-for sense. Therefore the
moderator/trainer should
- be open-minded in discussions (no clichés)
- incite the young people to discuss and to focus on listening himself/herself
- support the self confidence of the young people instead of attacking it (the “old”

psychological rule that positive reinforcement is better than a negative one)
- help the young people to find their own problem solutions (trainer acts as moderator of

discussions and not so much as the one who tells the rules)
- support their interest in taking responsibility (which clearly does exist, as our research

has shown)
Being informed about actual lifestyle characteristics of young people can help the trainer or
moderator to come into contact with youngsters and understand "their language". But
he/she should not imitate them in order not to make him/herself ridiculous.

Furthermore, the following characteristics should be attributed to a moderator or trainer (and
trainers have to be trained, or train themselves, accordingly):
- competence
- life experience
- sobriety and common sense
- authentic interest in the young people
- ability to provide a relaxed atmosphere

CONCLUSION

Altogether, both our and earlier research indicate that the characteristics of the group-
leaders, especially open-mindedness and the communication atmosphere they are able to
produce, are the basic requirements for any efficient communication with the group of the
15- and 16 years old youngsters. They are long-lasting aspects, independend of fashion and
new lifestyle. Other characteristics of the communication, like contents and strategies, may
vary and are not unimportant to come into contact primarely. But for keeping the contact
and appeal the kids for a longer time they are of less importance than the trainer
characteristics.
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Accidant rates of 15 and 16 year old young people

hurt fatal
           age

road user

other
age groups

15y

          %

16y

              % Sum*

15y

          %

16y

        % Sum*
pedestrian 66 63 1586 1 3 22
bicycle 158 119 1908 -- -- 8
moped 38 1039 2351 2 7 11
mop.
accomp.

68 101 361 -- -- 1

car
accomp.

214 318 5084 2 14 79

other
Sum* 572 1719 19394 5 25 253


