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Welcome to the  

UC Berkeley Traffic Safety Center 
Newsletter 

 
 This Issue:  

Disparities in Traffic Safety 
 How They Play Out for Different Groups in 
the U.S. and a Case Study from Overseas 

The risk of being injured or killed in a traffic crash is 
disproportionately high for members of certain groups, often 
under-served, as defined by race, ethnicity, socio-economic 
status, and cultural practices. Latinos, African-Americans, and 
Native Americans are among the most severely affected. 
Understanding the factors that contribute to these risks is 
difficult, in part because data that would identify victims as 
members of these groups is difficult to find. In addition, 
interventions and practices such as driver's license tests and 
media campaigns, for example, are often tailored to 
mainstream culture and fail to communicate to all groups. 
   
In this issue, we examine the unique risks faced by these 
underserved groups (which may actually be in the majority in 
some regions). In addition we discuss some successful 
interventions, most notably the extremely effective seat belt 
compliance campaign among African-American motorists led 
by Meharry Medical College, a historically African-American 
institution.    
 
Elsewhere in this issue, we look at TSC-sponsored research 
on pre-hospital care in developing countries, the treatment 
that victims receive between the moment when responders 
arrive at the crash site to the time when the patient enters the 
emergency room. Other stories include reports on the 
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Center's "Extending Safe Driving Years" workshop, held in 
June 2003, and highlights from the summer 2003 graduate 
student research seminars. 

 
Finally, we include a tribute to Pat Waller, who passed away 
on August 15, 2003 . She was a visiting scholar in our earliest 
programs, including the 2001 course, "Advances in Aging: 
Mobility and Transportation Safety," and a member of our 
Expert Series, where she was interviewed extensively about 
her work and her perspectives on traffic safety. Waller was 
the former Director of the Transportation Research Institute at 
the University of Michigan . Prior to that, she spent 20 years 
at the University of North Carolina Highway Safety Research 
Center. In addition to her administrative posts, Waller held 
multiple academic appointments on both campuses. She was 
70 years old. 

This newsletter was created by the UC Berkeley Traffic Safety Center 
(TSC) to disseminate important information on traffic safety topics most 
relevant to communities in California. The mission of the TSC is to reduce 
traffic fatalities and injuries through multi-disciplinary collaboration in 
education, research, and outreach. A main goal of the Center is to make 
traffic safety information available and accessible to public and private 
organizations, agencies, and businesses, and to individuals.  

Editor: 
Phyllis Orrick, Publications Director, Institute of Transportation Studies, 

510-643-2591  
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Lives Still at Risk 
A Look at the Groups that Traffic Safety Has Left Behind 

  

While traffic-related deaths and serious injuries continue to drop for the U.S. population 
overall, that is not the case for many segments of the country's population. Most affected are 
African-Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans. These groups, recent studies show, lag 
in rates of seat belt use, are more at risk for impaired driving, and have higher instances of 
pedestrian injury and death.  

 
According to a 2001 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) article on its 
promotion of seat belt use among Latinos, motor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of 
death for Latinos ages 24 and under and the second leading cause of death for Latinos 
between the ages of 25 and 44. These statistics may be explained in part by socioeconomic 
status: minority groups tend to experience poverty rates significantly greater than that of 
whites, and they can live in densely populated areas, which has been shown to be 
associated with heightened traffic-related dangers. The result is that, in many cases, 
socioeconomic status, not ethnicity, appears to be correlated with the risk of being hurt or 
killed in a crash.  

  
However, disproportionate risk is not entirely explained by socioeconomic status. Traffic 
safety efforts that reach members of the mainstream culture often fail to reach other groups 
because they do not cross language, geographic, cultural, or other barriers. 

  
A comprehensive 1995 NHTSA study on Latinos and traffic safety, titled Highway Safety 
Needs of U.S. Hispanic Communities: Issues and Strategies, concluded that communication 
with Latino motorists had to be improved in order for researchers to better understand what 
causes their traffic safety-related problems. Researchers used the responses of focus group 
participants in California, Colorado, Texas, Florida, New York, New Jersey, and the District 
of Columbia to outline concerns and suggest effective strategies for addressing those 
concerns.  

  
"Programs that are perceived as having been developed by entities distant from the 
community are generally not received well," the authors explain. "This is especially true when 
it is evident that decisions have been made about what is most beneficial for community 
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members without any attempt to elicit their ideas and suggestions."  

  

Latino Populations and Their Unique Problems 

The traffic crash mortality rate for Latinos in California is more than 10 percent higher than 
that of whites and 80 percent higher for passengers and pedestrians. Latinos were also 
found to have lower rates of use of seat belts, child restraints, and bicycle helmets, as well 
as higher rates of driving under the influence of alcohol. In California, the Latino population is 
expected to double between 1995 and 2025, according to the latest Census Bureau 
information. Unless this group's risks are reduced, a serious public health problem could 
result. 

  
To better assess these problems and identify their most promising solutions, the Traffic 
Safety Center of the University of California at Berkeley, in collaboration with the Tomas 
Rivera Policy Institute, is beginning the first phase of its Latino Traffic Safety Project, which is 
funded by the California Office of Traffic Safety. It involves gathering information on the 
needs of the Latino population through community forums. Funding has recently come 
through for Phase II of the project, in which community leaders will also work closely with 
elected officials, advocacy groups, and school representatives to raise traffic safety 
awareness through educational outreach efforts such as open houses, presentations, and 
media campaigns.  

  
Among this at-risk group, recent immigrants are at an even greater disadvantage on the 
road. According to the 1995 NHTSA study, one of the biggest traffic safety issues is recent 
immigrants’ lack of familiarity with U.S. laws and customs.  

  
Many of these immigrants expose themselves to greater risk because they continue the 
driving practices of their home countries, where motor vehicle laws are different or are less 
rigorously enforced, the study found. "Kids coming from Mexico are used to driving without a 
license and driving at a much earlier age," a Texas agency representative reported.  

  
Another problem is the language barrier—even when materials are available in Spanish. 
Participants in the NHTSA study reported that many Latinos could not read the Spanish used 
in drivers’ manuals and DMV forms because it was badly translated or because they were 
written in Castilian Spanish, the idiom traditionally spoken in Spain. This problem continues 
in states where tight budgets prevent the departments of motor vehicles from providing 
appropriate Spanish-language materials.  

  
An article published in 2002 in the Las Vegas Review-Journal reported that 52 percent of 
Nevadans who take the written driving test in Spanish fail, compared with 37 percent of 
those who take it in English. The article’s author implies a link between poor educational 
materials and lack of access to training understandable to a native Spanish speaker. 
According to the article, the Spanish-language testing handbook published in 1992 had not 
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been updated in 10 years. Even when the supply of copies became dangerously low, no new 
version was published because of budget constraints. Spanish speakers asked for the 
handbook on a daily basis, but the book was provided only to those who were "obviously 
struggling," a spokesman for the Nevada Department of Motor Vehicles reported. (The 
department has since made a new Spanish-language handbook available and has made its 
computerized written driving test available in Spanish, the Review-Journal reported in July 
2003.)  
  

Spanish-speaking residents in North Carolina have experienced similar problems. A May 
2003 article published in the Charlotte Observer described the challenges Spanish speakers 
meet when calling the North Carolina DMV. Despite the fact that the state’s Latino population 
has increased by 400 percent in the last decade (to the point where they comprise 4.7 
percent of the total population, according to 2000 Census Bureau information), no Spanish-
speaking workers are available for phone customer service. Only seven of the state’s 428 
driver’s license examiners, the Observer reported, speak Spanish. 

  
"One Beer Behind:" Misperceptions of DUI  

Several studies have shown that compared to non-Hispanic whites, Latinos are more at risk 
for alcohol involvement in motor vehicle crashes. According to the 1996 National Roadside 
Survey on Drinking and Driving, Latino drivers were significantly more likely than both non-
Latino white and African-American drivers to drive after drinking and to have a blood alcohol 
content over the legal intoxication level, at that time .10 in most states. The NHTSA study 
notes that many focus group participants had an inaccurate view of the effects of alcohol on 
a driver. For example, a male focus group participant in El Paso said, "It is common to drink 
while in the car and it is acceptable for the driver to drink as long as he’s not as intoxicated 
as the passengers—the driver must stay one beer behind the passengers."  

  
The prevalence of underage drinking, particularly in rural and border areas, also contributes 
to higher rates of drinking and driving among Latino drivers. With a lack of activities for 
young people, drinking—and subsequent driving—becomes common entertainment, with 
kids drinking furtively and then making their way home by car. "Drinking is a problem 
because of the dangerous country roads in this area and the fact that young people go 
drinking on back roads, on the outskirts of town or to private parties after being discouraged 
from congregating at the local hangouts in town," one Colorado participant reported.  

  
Border towns present a new aspect of the problem: according to one law enforcement officer 
in a Texas border town, "DWI is our second biggest violation. Between one and four people 
are picked up during the week and each weekend seven to eight are picked up. Drinking 
might be due to family problems and people think there is nothing else to do in small towns 
but to drink. There are 16 to 18 bars in town and not much else to do. [Latino] high school 
kids cross the border to go to bars." 

  
Studies show that men of all ethnicities and races tend to take a more casual view of drinking 
and driving than women, and the phenomenon appears to be more pronounced among 
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Latinos. A 2000 NHTSA study reported that male and female focus group participants from a 
variety of ethnic backgrounds felt that women are more likely to plan ahead when going out 
to drink. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to "drink to get drunk" and to drive home 
after drinking.  

  
Among segments of the Latino population, the view many men take toward drinking and 
driving may be informed by "machismo" ideals. Latino focus group participants surveyed for 
the 1995 NHTSA study indicated a link between drinking and the need to prove manhood in 
Latino culture, particularly for young men who feel they must measure up to the role of 
provider for their families, one who is strong and in control. 
 
 
"Everyone thinks they can handle alcohol, especially men," said a woman participating in the 
NHTSA study’s Miami focus group. "Men take it very personally. They get defensive. Men 
don’t think they’re going to crash. They’re more concerned that cops will take away their 
license. It’s an image thing." According to focus group participants, machismo can produce 
an "I can handle it" attitude when it comes to alcohol and driving. Many female focus group 
participants admitted that they hesitate to prevent men from driving drunk. "One of the myths 
is, ‘I’m a better driver when I drink,’" one Latino parent explained. "A lot of Hispanics think 
that way. It’s the macho male and the woman gives in to the man. Machismo causes this 
behavior." 

  

Dangers of the Rural Road Transcend Ethnic Lines 
  
Latino farm workers and Native Americans living on reservations are particularly prone to the 
dangers of the rural road. These groups often drive long distances between destinations on 
poorly maintained roads, increasing the chances of fatal crashes. A study published in the 
journal, Accident Analysis and Prevention, in 1999 reported that although Latinos comprise 
only 30 percent of the population in the Central Valley (California’s agricultural center), 
approximately 45 percent of crashes and 60 percent of DUIs involve Latino drivers and 
passengers. When a crash does occur, health facilities are less accessible, increasing the 
chances of fatality in the event of an injury. The pickup truck, a vehicle used by about a 
quarter of the migrant farm workers surveyed for the study, presents another danger 
because it is often used to carry passengers who ride in the truck bed without safety 
restraints.  
  

Many of the safety problems facing rural-area Latinos are shared by Native Americans. 
Native Americans, in fact, are the group with the highest risk of motor-vehicle-related death 
of all ethnic groups in the U.S., based on their population.  

  
A 1997 NHTSA study that adjusted for age-related differences among subjects reported that 
motor vehicle crashes are the third leading cause of death for Native American males and 
the fifth leading cause of death for Native American females. The data for whites showed 
motor vehicle crashes as the seventh and tenth leading causes of death for males and 
females, respectively.  
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Impaired driving is a major health concern for Native American populations: alcohol involved 
in 75 percent of driver fatalities and 80 percent of pedestrian fatalities, compared to the 
general population's rate of 41 percent of driving fatalities involving alcohol. Common policies 
intended to reduce the availability of alcohol by banning its sale and possession can 
heighten the risk of impaired driving, as drivers drink at locations far from the reservation and 
then must drive long distances to return.  

  

What to Say and How to Say It Matters 
 
Knowing the cultural attitudes unique to these underserved populations is the first step 
toward devising approaches tailored to those populations’ traffic safety needs. That can 
mean extremely fine distinctions from one group to another. For example, because practices 
vary among Native American tribes, the promotion of child safety seats needs to be 
approached in different ways depending on specific tribal beliefs, according to a 1999 
American Academy of Pediatrics study on injury among Native American children. In some 
tribes, references to possible death or harm are forbidden, which necessitates an 
educational approach markedly different from the norm employed for the mainstream culture. 
 
  

"Health care professionals should not warn that death is a potential outcome if certain 
protective measures are not taken," the article’s author writes, suggesting that educators 
consult with tribal elders before implementing prevention strategies. Researchers found that 
a video demonstration that showed the inadequacy of a traditional cradleboard as a child 
restraint effectively conveyed risk even though it stopped short of predicting the injury or 
death of the child. 

  
Dangers facing communities of color in poor urban areas can be alleviated with the 
improvement of the physical environment, but not all risks can be eliminated through 
neighborhood improvement alone. The specific needs of ethnic groups can also be 
addressed using programs that are sensitive to their lifestyle, language, and values.  

  

Getting the Message Out Through Trusted Institutions  

Several types of programs have been proven effective. In the Latino community, research 
identified improved relations between law enforcement and the community as a key element. 
In focus groups, some Latinos said that tense relationships with police officers made it more 
difficult to achieve safe roads and safe neighborhoods. In the NHTSA study, Latinos reported 
ambivalent attitudes toward the enforcement of traffic laws and regulations in their 
communities, indicating a need for more law enforcement officers and stricter enforcement of 
codes while at the same time reporting that police officers treat them unfairly.  

  
Adolescents in a Los Angeles focus group felt that enforcement of laws is "inconsistent, 

10/14/2003http://www.tsc.berkeley.edu/html/newsletter/Fall03/pfleft_behind.html



arbitrary and selective," with police officers acting on their own instincts rather than 
established, unbiased procedures. Focus group participants in Los Angeles and the District 
of Columbia felt discriminated against by officers because of their race; some felt officers 
abused power, while others observed that police have become overwhelmed with paperwork 
and with other kinds of violations and have neglected to enforce many traffic laws.  
  

Officers participating in the NHTSA study said they were aware of a general mistrust among 
some segments of the Latino community, particularly among low income Latinos, migrant 
workers and undocumented residents. According to one California officer, "There is fear 
especially among recent immigrants as well as the undocumented. Because they are not as 
aware of our laws yet, they fear us. They associate us with the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service and are fearful about being deported. This makes them run away from 
accidents, not get a license, or avoid getting their vehicles properly inspected."  

  
The same study found, however, that most Latinos respect Spanish-speaker officers. To 
promote a healthier relationship between the Latino population and law enforcement officers, 
traffic safety programs such as El Protector, founded by the California Highway Patrol, select 
Latino police officers to disseminate traffic safety information at schools, churches, migrant 
camps and through media. The program, begun in 1987, has expanded throughout 
California—becoming the popular El Guardian program in San Jose, where police officers 
use parades, schools, churches, home visits, television appearances, and, most 
successfully, radio presentations to reach the Latino population. There are now versions of 
the program in other states, including Arizona, Nevada, Texas, and New Jersey.  
  

Focus group participants named schools and churches as key institutions in building 
awareness. Focus group participants in the NHTSA study favored the incorporation of traffic 
safety education into school curricula as a means of reaching not just children but the greater 
community. One participant said that his child’s school-based health promotion program 
helped curb his own drinking and driving. Participants also listed schools as good places to 
hold inexpensive driving safety courses and indicated that churches and church-sponsored 
safety programs are considered trustworthy, reliable, and accessible in Latino communities. 

  
Driver-safety courses especially designed for Latinos, distribution of child safety seats by 
public health agencies and bilingual media programs, for example, are crucial in narrowing 
the information-awareness gap for these groups. A number of successful programs 
throughout the country provide child safety seats free of charge or at a reduced rate, along 
with instruction on their use. These programs are often offered in conjunction with 
comprehensive health education outreach covering topics such as family planning, HIV/AIDS 
and drowning prevention. Two California programs with this type of approach were written 
about in the December 2002 Traffic Safety Newsletter (see links in sidebar or at story's end). 

  

Media and Educational Materials That Speak to the Underserved and the Overlooked 
  
According to the NHTSA study, driver materials should, whenever possible, be bilingual and 
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accompanied by easy-to-relate-to photos and illustrations. Educational programs that 
address traffic safety should take into account the family-oriented nature of Latino culture. 
Study participants said that the family should be a focal point of any public awareness 
campaign, with attention paid not just to immediate family members but also members of the 
extended family such as grandparents. Although it may be difficult to reach men with 
messages about changing their driving behavior, Latino males tend to be receptive to 
educational materials that talk of protecting family and friends from harm, the study reported. 

  
Most focus group participants said that educational media featuring "real" people rather than 
celebrities was more convincing, since a celebrity’s personal behavior doesn’t always 
correspond to the safety message. Personalized messages, especially ones using children—
such as the poster picturing a little girl with the caption "she has the eyes of her father and 
the AIDS of her mother"—were found to be effective. According to the study in Accident 
Analysis and Prevention, picturing farm workers with their children at their homes, camps or 
workplaces personalizes the intervention. "This personalization makes it easier for the target 
group to identify with the ‘actors’ and to accept the message," the study’s authors explain.  
  

Communities can develop culturally appropriate strategies to make urban neighborhoods, 
major thoroughfares and rural roads safer for all populations. This challenges researchers, 
however, to discuss traffic-related injury causes with members of these populations rather 
than relying merely on statistical data to inform prevention and outreach proposals. It also 
challenges lawmakers and governmental agencies to address the needs of the Spanish-
speaking population, often in the face of political opposition to the use of Spanish-language 
driving manuals, government forms and media campaigns. Conducting focus groups, 
developing well-researched educational outreach programs, hiring bilingual agency 
representatives and providing forms in Spanish can be expensive and even controversial 
undertakings. However, the success of programs such as El Protector, with its adoption by 
police departments in several states, proves that outreach methods that start out small and 
localized can grow into models for community programs nationwide.  
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Missing Links 
Useful Statistics about Minorities' Exposure to Traffic Risks Are Hard to Come By 

 
Researchers seeking to fully understand minority populations' exposure to traffic-related risks 
are hindered by a lack of consistent and comprehensive data. This is due to a number of 
shortcomings in current data collection systems. Among the failings are inconsistency across 
ethnic groups, differences in collection methods, and failure to report ethnic, racial, or 
socioeconomic data at all.   

Generally traffic crash data come from two sources, police accident reports and medical 
statistics such as death certificates and hospital discharge forms. Up until very recently, 
police accident reports did not contain data about victims' ethnicity, but that should be 
changing with the recent introduction of a new reporting form that contains fields where such 
information can be noted.  

But the two sources-law enforcement and public health-track victims separately. For 
example, when a person is killed in a traffic accident, the death is recorded on the site as a 
traffic-related fatality in a police report. That will contain data about how the crash occurred 
and other technical information at the scene that could contribute to understanding the 
causes of the crash. But as soon as the scene is cleared, the data about the victim enters 
the public health realm. Here, information such as ethnicity, type of injury, and specific cause 
of death is collected, but it is never linked back to the traffic report. To do so requires another 
level of analysis, which is rarely done because it is difficult and expensive. 

What data we do have indicate that there is a strong correlation between socioeconomic 
status and traffic safety risks. Many studies show that significant portions of minority 
populations-African-Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans in particular-lag in rates of 
seat belt use, are more at risk for impaired driving, and have higher instances of pedestrian 
injury and death. 

Minority persons also experience disproportionately high rates of poverty compared to the 
non-Latino white population. But because data sources often do not include information 
about victims' socioeconomic status, such as education level or income, it is difficult to 
determine the role that socioeconomic status plays, compared to race and ethnicity. This 
could be useful to know, for example, because individuals with low incomes tend to live 
where the traffic infrastructure-roads, sidewalks, signals-is deteriorated or lacks many safety 
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