
PERCEPTIONS OF BRAZILIAN YOUNGSTERS ABOUT 
THEIR POSSIBILITIES TO CONTRIBUTE TO THE TRAFFIC 

 
Alessandra Bianchi, Iara Piccioni Thielen, & Marina de Cuffa   

 
Federal University of Paraná – Brazil 

bianchi@acm.org 
This work was partially sponsored by Conselho Nacional de Pesquisa (CNPq) - Brazil 

process 401953/2007-6 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Researches in traffic area point to the significant participation of youngsters in traffic 
accidents.  In Brazil traffic accidents are among the main deaths caused by external factors 
during young years.  This work aimed to investigate the perception of university students 
between 18 and 31 years old in respect of their possibilities of changing the traffic.  One 
hundred fifth subjects participated in a group dynamic, using the Metaphor game, in order to 
perceive the importance of working in group to achieve an objective.  The Metaphor game 
allowed to recreate situations of everyday life in traffic system that structured the 
argumentation developed in the sequence.  After the group dynamic, an oriented debate 
about the meaning of traffic as a collective phenomenon was performed.  The main result of 
the debate was the evidence that the contribution of each one is fundamental to a qualitative 
change of the collective interaction that the traffic demands.  Immediately after the 
discussions, the subjects were oriented to register personal compromises that could indicate 
the individual contribution to the traffic transformation.  The answers were evaluated 
identifying the perceptions of the youngsters about their possibilities to change the traffic.  
The answers were evaluated by qualitative and quantitative analysis.  The results indicate 
the possibilities and limits that the youngsters perceive about their conditions to transform the 
traffic.  These perceptions are important indicators to the design of interventions in the traffic 
accidents prevention area.  Next step is to evaluate the continuity of this perception through 
longitudinal study; the work is currently in this phase.  
 
 
Introduction 
 

Data of the National Department of Traffic (Denatran, 2006) indicate that in Brazil, in 
2001, with an automotive fleet that corresponds to 18.5% of the population, there were 11.6 
fatal accidents/100,000 inhabitants. Of these, 23.8% were aged between 18 and 29 years, 
the same age range of 28.3% of the conductors involved in accidents, which shows the 
representation of this group in the traffic accidents. 

The connections between young drivers and the traffic are known in specialized 
literature. The researches point that the young drivers are more involved in traffic accidents 
than other drivers (Furnham y Saipe, 1993; Hemenway y Solnick, 1993; McGwin y Brown, 
1999). 

Clarke, Ward and Jones (1998) found higher implication of young drivers in 
overtaking accidents in general.  When the details of the overtaking accidents were 
examined it was found that the accidents happened because a young driver made an 
incorrect decision and, that the accidents of loss of control constitute a problem for the 
youngest drivers. Also Hernetkoski and Keskinen (1998) found differences of age when 
examining types of fatal traffic accidents in Finland, discovering that the conductors who had 
the accident by negligence were youngest. 

When the subject is driving violations, again the youngest drivers, compared to other 
drivers, commit more violations (McGwin & Brown, 1999; Panek & Wagner, 1986, Perry, 
1986). The violations can be of different types like jumping traffic lights, drinking and driving 
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(Hemenway and Solnick, 1993) and speeding (Hemenway and Solnick, 1993; Adams-Guppy 
and Guppy, 1995). Other important fact is that, compared with the oldest drivers, young 
drivers perceive less pressure of the others to abstain to commit infractions, they are more 
motivated to accede with desires perceived of the referring ones, and tend to evaluate the 
potential consequences to commit violations less negatively (Parker et al., 1992). 

Finally, whatever the risk, the young subjects tend to have higher rates of the same 
behavior being maintained other constant factors like mileage (Hemenway and Solnick, 
1993). In addition, they strongly agree with risk taking as a factor that causes or explains 
speeding behavior (Gabany, Plummer and Grigg, 1997) perceiving speeding as a less 
important risk factor (Adams-Guppy and Guppy, 1995). McGwin and the Browns (1999) 
concluded that the primary problem with the young people is the risk-taking and the lack of 
ability.  

In the traffic the risks are permanent and the form as each one perceives them and 
take decisions, affects the system. The factors of risk perception are: control; confidence; 
conscience of the risk; confrontation between objective risk and perceived risk; degree of 
familiarity with the risk; gravity of the risk; extension of the damages and responsibility for the 
prevention (Burton, 1972; Langer, 1975; Thielen, 2002; Weinstein, 1981; White, 1974). "To 
recognize the existence of a risk or set of risks it is to accept the possibility not only that the 
things can go wrong, but also that this possibility cannot be eliminated" (Giddens, 1991, p. 
112). For Wilde (2005) there is always an amount of risk that people use to run and that it is 
related with security devices, education and enforcement. 

Another important factor in the driving behavior is the conception that the drivers have 
of the traffic system. In the traffic it is not possible to make individual choices without 
collective consequences: the actions will always affect the "other". In research carried out by 
Thielen (2002) it was identified that the individualism dominates in the perceptions of drivers. 
Have they been fined or not; the traffic becomes a private phenomenon - "my space, my 
hurry, my passage, my car, my decision of as I must direct, my decision on what he is 
allowed to make in this space, my definition of speed excess, my decision where they would 
have to enforce me, who would have to enforce me, when they would have to enforce me 
and, mainly, I do not need enforcement". These statements impose a different view about the 
traffic psychology (Günther, 2003): that it cannot be restricted anymore to identify indicative 
characteristics from that the individual has certain "abilities" to receive the CNH (National 
Driving License), nor neither can work with an education centered only in knowledge or 
abilities. It is necessary new forms of confrontation of old and obstinate problems. 

The intervention "Transforming the Traffic Project" was developed in the Federal 
University of the Paraná (UFPR) from the concern with the mortality and mutilation of 
youngsters as result of the traffic accidents. It has begun in 2002 with the first year 
undergraduation students of UFPR. The general objective of the project is to sensitize the 
young in relation to the involved risks in the traffic so that its behavior can be changed. It is 
developed through meeting with groups of students of the first years of graduation in the 
UFPR discussing the subject traffic and the confrontation between the individual behavior 
and the collective behavior (Rozestraten, 2003; Thielen, 2002; Thielen & Sbardelini Son, 
2002) and between private space and public space (Da Matta, 1997, Hoffmann & Perfeito, 
2003). 

The methodology is based on technique of group dynamics that stimulates the quarrel 
and reflection on behavior in the traffic. Each meeting (called "It directs your life") has 
duration of 2 hours and is structured in five moments: 1) presentation of the team and brief 
explanation about the proposal, pointing out mortality in the traffic as a problem of public 
health and waving for the double paper of the young in this scene: as a victims and as a 
transformation agents; 2) application of game Metaphor by the team from Traffic Psychology 
Laboratory (Núcleo de Psicologia do Trânsito – NPT); 3) organization of the quarrels in small 
groups; 4) presentation and synthesis of the main debated ideas; 5) register of personal 
commitments for transformation of the traffic. In the end point of these activities the 
participants fill in a document where the headline says "My personal contribution for the 
transformation of the traffic". In this document they point out the understanding of its 
participation in the public space. A detailed exposition of the grounding and procedures 

 2



adopted during the development of the intervention is registered in the article of Thielen, 
Ricardi Grandson, Soares and Hartmann (2005). 

From the use of the metaphor proposed in the dynamic, the subjects discuss the 
characteristic of the individual behaviors (typical in the beginning of the game) reflecting 
about the movement of construction of a collective direction that becomes possible to reach 
to the end of the game. This allows the youngsters to analyze the results of this change 
allowing the construction of new forms to perceive the phenomenon of the traffic (Thielen, 
Ricardi Grandson, Soares, & Hartmann, 2005). The aim of this work is to investigate the 
perception of young colleges student aged 17 and 31 about its possibilities to change the 
transit. 

 
 

Method 
 

Sample 
The subjects were 150 undergraduate students, aged from 17 to 31 (mean=21, SD 

=3).  In this group 58.7% were female, and 47 had a driving permission, but 8 didn’t fill the 
question.  The 150 students were randomly sampled from 576 of the total subjects that 
joined in the project in 2006 year.  Next step, 50 fills of theses students were sampled to the 
initial analysis. 

 
Instrument  

It was a form with demographic data and with a question about "My contribution to the 
traffic transformation" 

 
Data collection procedure 

During the year 2006 Transforming the Traffic Project (PTT is the nickname in 
Portuguese) had 576 participants.  Students of first year of the courses of the Federal 
University of the Paraná, participated in a group dynamics (Metaphor) and discussed the 
correlations of the game situation with traffic situations.  After this, it was requested that each 
student registered a personal commitment for the change of the traffic in a form.  It was the 
form used in this work. 

 
Data analysis procedure 

The data had been submitted to categorical analysis. First a categorical analysis with 
the first 50 sampled forms was carried out. The authors had read the answers of the students 
and had searched to aggregate similar answers, first by content and later by meaning.  It was 
observed that there was more than one different answer in some forms.  Because of this 
there were 341 incidences to categorize.  The answers grouped were then read to search a 
name that better described the answers added in that category.  In the next stage, two of the 
authors categorized the 100 remaining forms previously according to emerged categories.  
The categorization procedure was made separately and the results compared.  In those 
categories where it had discord in the analysis the answers had been again argued chores 
and until it had agreement on where categories would have to be classified.  6 subjects din’t 
fill the question and 2 subjects din’t write a valid answer; because of this they were not 
considered in the final analysis. 

 
 
 

Results 
 
It was emerged nine categories from the answers analyzed.  The graphic 1 shows the 

categories frequencies for the valid answers.   
 
The first category is general legislation.   
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1. General aspects of the law: Embrace those answers related with general 
aspects of the traffic law, with the law as a whole. Ex.: "Respect the laws"  

2. Specific aspects of the law: Embrace those answers that specify a single law. 
Ex.: "Don't exceed the speed limits"  

3. Focus on the collectivity: Embrace those answers that indicate a collective 
sense or the idea that his/her behavior affects directly the others. Ex.: "Drive 
safe and defensively"  

4. Subjective States of humor: Indicate feelings and emotions. Ex.: "Be patient"    
5. Attention: Refer to pay attention on the others drivers, environment and sighs. 

Ex.: "Pay attention"  
6. Behaviors not ruled by the laws: Refers to those behaviors that are not related 

to the laws. Ex.: "Avoid driving too much by going to school on foot"  
7. Responsibility and consciousness: Embrace that answer which refers to the 

consciousness about the importance of human life and the responsibility over 
each one acts. Ex.: “To have consciousness of the traffic.”  

8. Focus on the other: Embrace those answers that indicate worry about the 
others: drivers, walking, Cyclists, etc. Ex.: "Respect the other's life"  

9. Others: Embrace those answers that didn't fill in any of the previous 
categories. Ex.: " To know my rights and especially my duties  

 
Graphic 1 – Frequencies of categories of valid answers 
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Discussion 
 
During the research process two categories related to the law had emerged: general 

legislation and specific aspects of the law. The first one embrace those answers related to 
the laws as a whole while the second category embrace those answers that emphasizes one 
single aspect of the legislation. Among those answers it was possible to observe three most 
frequent ones: “I won’t jump traffic lights in red”, “I’ll cross the street in the pedestrian 
crossing over” and “I won’t speeding”. According to Hemenway e Solnick (1993) jumping 
traffic lights in red, speeding and drunk and drive are the most frequent infractions committed 
by young drivers. This high frequency of answers could indicate that the young drivers are 
aware that these infractions happen more often than the others and point this out as an 
alternative to change the traffic.  

The incidence in the category subjective states of mood shows the perception on the 
necessity to learn to control this typical instability of youth. Finally, in the category of 
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behaviors do not regulated by law the youngsters expressed theys perception on actions that 
would help in the system transit. 

The Metaphor game was not considered to work with "traffic", but its use has 
demonstrated the innumerable potentialities to foment an important quarrel between the 
young people. The relevancy of its use to discuss traffic questions is evidenced by the 
possibility of create situations similar to those that happened every day in the traffic such as 
the dispute for the spaces, the preponderant individualism when there is no respect for the 
other, the conflicts to reach individual objectives in confrontation with the considered 
collective objective to the group. As the stages of development of groups are lived deeply 
(approach; formation of sub-groups; union against the authority figure; organization; 
collective feeling of union to reach the objective) (Blacksmith and Cut, 1978) the statements 
of the participant indicates the construction of ideas and to feel collectively as they perceive 
that the objective of the game - survival of all - only can be reached when the participants 
understand that the individual actions must be overcome in favor of collective actions 
(Thielen, & Ricardi Grandson, 2004). 

Assuming that the law determines the appropriate way to behavior and also assuming 
that these laws will only be effective if all individuals follow them, it is possible to presume 
that the intervention “Transforming the Traffic Project” has succeeded somehow. The law 
has been emphasized as the young drivers realize that their comprehension can actually 
provide a harmonic and healthy way to live together. Moreover, they realize that as long as 
the rules are followed everybody can reach each one goal with security. Evidently, is 
necessary to carry further researches to confirm our conclusions and actually validate this 
intervention. However, it is possible to observe that behind the legislation matters there are 
also the collective and private issues mentioned in the intervention. 

It does not have legislation or enforcement able to solve alone a complex question as 
traffic behavior that demands a recontextualization of the public sense showed in the traffic.  
It is the new generation of drivers that needs to understand that it is the behavior of each 
person that can to generate a new collective behavior. And, also that it is from the 
transformation of his/her proper behavior that it will be possible to conquer a safer transit.  It 
is this conception of possible transformation that guides the intervention "Transforming the 
Traffic Project". 

These results represent indicatives to delineate interventions in the area of prevention 
of accidents. It is interesting to notice the percentage biggest of answers in referring 
categories to the legislation indicating that the young undergraduate students perceive their 
possibilities to change the traffic as being connected to the laws as a whole. Finally, the 
legislation appears as a very important issue for young drivers and should be taken into 
consideration when intervention projects are being developed. 
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