








Driving performance

However research indicates, this training is not enough to reach adequate standards.

In a study carried out by the Traffic Research Center in Holland, novice drivers and more
expert drivers were compared. This study showed that novice drivers drove too fast for
prevailing conditions (De Velde Harsenhorst & Lourens, 1988). This does not mean that
they were speeding, but that the speed chosen was too fast to be safe. Moreover, their
choice of speed to take account of the particular driving conditions.

Similar patterns were observed in young novice drivers who had held a driving licence
for less than 3 months. These drivers were taken to drive in an unfamiliar town, and an
official examiner assessed their driving performance. Their driving was also found to be
too fast, or more accurately, appeared to be too fast to the observers (Vissers, 1990).

A comparable pattern was observed in a case study in which a young female candidate
driver was observed during driver training and also a few months after she had acquired
her driving licence. According to her driving instructor she drove much faster a few
months after she passed her exam ( De Velde Harsenhorst & Lourens, 1989).

Speed therefore appears to be a fundamental problem for novice drivers, even in
conditions in which they attempt to perform optimally, and in which they are not being
encouraged to show off .

Faulty speed choice s not the only characteristic of young novice drivers. Research
shows that novice drivers are error prone. They tend to overlook important information,
or "forget" essential comporents of a safety routine, such as looking over the right
shoulder at a right hand turn, to check for cyclists and checking mirrors (De Velde
Harsenhorst & Lourens, 1989).

Their driving routine is not stable, and errors seem to appear or disappear in an
unsystematic way. Even if a driver has been faultless in certain routines for some time, a
serious error may occur, almost unexpectedly.

How are we to interpret these observations? What is going wrong? Is there a general
pattern? We believe there is. The pattern is that the task of driving is extremely complex.
It is not complex in terms of vehicle control, in that novices know how to steer, they
tend to respect speed limits, and have a good knowledge of traffic regulations. The
complexity is of a more cognitive nature. It involves the ability to detect and evaluate
dangers and to foresee that an apparently "normal” traffic condition, may change in
seconds into a "dangerous” one. This cognitive ability needs to be developed. Moreover
its application should also be more or less automatic (De Velde Harsenhorst & Lourens,
1990; Milech et al., 1989). Otherwise, the task of driving may exceed the resources of
human attention and awareness. As a result drivers will become exhausted after only half
an hour of standard driving.

As a result, behaviour that is not automatic is prone to errors. This proneness to errors is
intensified by stress factors. Stress factors negatively affect driver performance,
especially the performance of inexperienced drivers. Examples of stress factors with
known effects include haste, tiredness, but also alcohol in low doses.




















