Ten Percenters Project

INTRODUCTION

Overview: This project focuses on small groups of persistent traffic violators who are responsible for a significant portion of the serious injury and fatal collisions on the highways.  The primary goal of the project is to identify effective means for addressing these high-risk offenders to improve safety for the motoring public across the I-95 corridor.  

These high-risk offenders have been labeled the “ten percenters” because there is some evidence that such a small percent of violators account for a major portion of the traffic safety problems.  Although the actual percent represented by this group in a particular traffic safety problem – e.g., drinking and driving, speeding, non-use of seat belts – varies somewhat, the proportion is not sufficiently different to justify changing the highly communicative phrase “ten percenter”.  

Background: The past several decades have witnessed significant declines in the number of deaths and injuries on the highways. These changes have resulted from improvements in vehicle design, the structure and performance of the highway infrastructure, and changes in driver attitudes and behavior.  

There is no more powerful example to illustrate how changes in public attitudes have occurred than in the area of drinking and driving.  During the 1980s and early 1990s the public attitude shifted from acceptance and complacency to one of intolerance and even outrage.  Of greatest importance, this change in attitudes was accompanied by a change in behavior – the prevalence of drinking and driving and the incidence of alcohol-related crashes declined at unprecedented rates.  

Most experts agree that these positive gains were driven primarily by the more socially responsible individuals who were drinking and driving less often and consuming less alcohol if they did drink and drive.  However, by the end of the 90s and into the early part of the new millennium, progress slowed and eventually halted.  

The Hard Core Drinking Driver:  A widely accepted explanation for the fact that progress in dealing with the problem of drinking and driving halted is that the characteristics of the problem had changed.  We were successful in “harvesting the low hanging fruit” but what remained was a group of drivers who did not get the message and did not change their attitudes or behavior.  And, of added importance, this was the very group that posed the greatest danger on the highways because they frequently drove after drinking, usually with very high blood alcohol concentrations (BACs).  

The consultant for this project – Traffic Injury Research Foundation (TIRF) – labeled this group “The Hard Core Drinking Driver” – a term and a concept that is now universally accepted in the traffic safety and criminal justice communities.  Of particular pertinence to the “ten percenter program”, it was demonstrated through research by the consultant and others that the hard core offender represented a small proportion of drivers but accounted for a very substantial portion of serious injury collisions.  

It was also recognized that further progress in the fight against impaired driving would require programs and policies that targeted this group very specifically.  They pose a special challenge because many of the traditional methods of dealing with drinking and driving do not work with them – for example, most of the hard core are impervious to measures such as license suspension.  Accordingly, much of the attention of agencies dealing with drinking and driving has shifted away from traditional measures to those that will work with the hard core – measures such as vehicle impoundment, alcohol interlocks, and even treatment.

The key point is that the focus of program and policy attention is appropriately shifting toward a relatively small group of offenders who continue to violate safety and cause a disproportionate amount of the damage on the roadways – the hard core or persistent traffic offender.

Small Groups Account for Large Problems in Many Traffic Areas:  The situation is not unique to drinking and driving.  A similar problem appears to exist with respect to numerous other traffic safety issues.  
· Non-use of seat belts:  Efforts to increase seat belt usage have been very successful in recent years with many states achieving rates as high as 80% and even 90% in a few cases.  However, getting beyond that point has proven to be very difficult; the 10%-20% who do not comply with the law, are very resistant to change and vastly overrepresented in collisions.  For example, although wearing rates might be as high as 80%, only 55% of people killed in road crashes are belted.  In this context, it is important to note that wearing a seat belt does not decrease the likelihood of a collision but failing to wear a seat belt speaks volumes about the type of driver who does not buckle-up – i.e., their attitudes toward health and safety; risk taker, etc.

· Speeding:  Typically, speeding is defined  as traveling in excess of 15 mph over the posted limit and at least 5 mph faster than the surrounding traffic (this definition recognizes the inherent dangers of excess speed and the dangers of speed inequities).  Research has demonstrated that about 5-10% of drivers fit this definition of speeder.  Once again, it has also been shown that these drivers are overrepresented in crashes – indeed it has been estimated that each 3 m.p.h. (5 kph) increase above the speed limit doubles the risk of being in a fatal crash.  

· Red light running:  Although the actual prevalence of this behavior is not well documented at this time, the available research suggests that the prevalence of the behavior is about 1% which, given the large volume in traffic, represents a substantial problem.  Estimates also suggest that 7% of fatalities and 8% of serious injuries take place at controlled intersections.  Again, although the evidence is limited, there is a prevalent belief that the problem is mostly accounted for by a small group of persistent offenders.  
There is no reason to assume that this situation does not hold with respect to persistent violators of other safe driving laws and practices – a small core of offenders do not comply and account for a majority of the serious injuries and fatalities.   

Summary: The ten percenter problem:  In summary, a relatively small group of individuals consistently cause a very large portion of the damage on the highways.  Although the proportion of persistent offenders varies as a function of the safety issue (for example, the group of hard core drinking drivers is actually less than 1%; the group of non-seat belt wearers is in excess of 10%), it is convenient from a communications perspective to refer to them collectively as the ten percenters.  This label efficiently captures the concept.  

This group of persistent offenders has not, until recently, received the attention needed, so data on the dimensions of the problem are limited.  This project seeks to overcome such shortcomings and to determine how to deal effectively with this group.  There is little doubt they will be a challenge to deal with – they are hard to reach and hard to change – but it is essential that they are dealt with effectively because of their contribution to the road toll.

PROJECT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

The major goal of this project is to address the problem of the ten percenters to improve safety for the traveling public.  The ultimate objective is to produce a set of best practices for state DOTs, criminal justice agencies and other safety organizations for dealing effectively with the various small groups of persistent violators.  The rationale for this is that significant reductions in deaths, injuries, property damage collisions and traffic infractions will result, thus protecting the public and improving the efficient flow of transportation within the I-95 corridor.

The project tasks are systematically and strategically organized to answer a set of key questions:

· Who are the ten percenters and to what extent do they contribute to traffic safety problems?

· Are there differences in the extent and characteristics of the problem across member states in the I-95 corridor?

· What safety strategies and programs are currently in place to deal with them, both within coalition states as well as other states and countries?

· What are best practices for dealing effectively with these persistent offenders?

DEFINING THE TARGET GROUP

The first task in this project is to develop a working definition of the ten percenters to guide the remainder of the project.  For example, it is essential that a definition is established in advance of efforts to determine the magnitude and characteristics of the problem.

What follows is an initial draft of the working definition for your review and comment.  It is derived from the reports listed in the bibliography but draws most heavily on three documents – a report from the High-Risk Driver Taskforce of the Canadian Council of Motor Transport Administrators (CCMTA), a “Study of the profile of high-risk drivers” by D. Beirness and H. Simpson (1997), and a report on “High Risk Drivers: A Literature Review, by L. Vezina (2001).  

Working definition of high-risk driving behavior:  any driving-related behavior that significantly increases the risk of being involved in a crash, or increases the risk of injury in the event of a crash.  Major risk behaviors include: drinking and driving, speeding, non-use of seat belts, running of red lights or stop signs.

Working definition of high-risk drivers (aka the ten percenters):  Drivers who persistently engage in one or more of the dangerous, risky and illegal driving behaviors, and are not easily affected by persuasive or deterrent measures.  They are at the higher, more deviant end of the spectrum of the high-risk driving behaviors, creating a greater risk on the road.
Operational definition of high-risk drivers:  a driver who is either a hard core drinking driver (defined as having a BAC of .16 and above at the time of arrest, or refuses to provide a breath sample, or is a repeat offender, including driving under suspension or revocation) OR has been involved in 3 distinct events (violations or crashes) in the previous 2-year period.

