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A qualitative study of young drivers and deterrence based road policing 

 

Abstract 

Deterrence theory is the predominant theory used to underpin road policing initiatives. 

However, survey research indicates that this approach may not be as effective for young 

drivers. This study uses focus groups, conducted in both metropolitan and regional 

locations in two Australian states (Queensland and Victoria), to explore three 

components of classical deterrence theory: certainty, severity & swiftness. The results 

suggest that geographical context affected perceptions of certainty with individuals from 

regional locations less likely to indicate that they would be caught by police for 

committing a traffic offence. Additionally, the use of cameras to detect road offences 

increased perceptions of certainty for young drivers. The results of this study suggest that 

police agencies should focus on undertaking actions to increase the perceptions of 

certainty swiftness and severity of punishment, particularly in regional areas, for young 

drivers who engage in illegal behaviour on the road. Where appropriate, these actions 

should take into account the geographical context. There may also be value in considering 

augmenting deterrence theory with other theoretical perspectives for this group. 
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A qualitative study of young drivers and deterrence based road policing 

 

Introduction and literature review 

Young driver crash risk and offending 
In many countries, adolescent drivers have higher rates of motor vehicle crashes when 
compared with other age groups (Elvik, 2010; World Health Organisation, 2016). In high-
income nations, around 20% of all deaths and 5% of the total Disability-Adjusted Life Years 
of 15-19-year-olds result from road injuries (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2018). 
In Australia and New Zealand, those aged around 18 years are most likely to be involved in a 
serious crash (Bradshaw, Turner, Makwasha, & Cairney, 2015). Similarly, an analysis of data 
spanning 2000-2013, estimates the crash rate of young drivers (aged 17-19 years) to be 4.4 
times higher in England, 5.4 times higher in Scotland, and 5.7 times higher in Wales than 
comparison crash rates of older drivers (aged 20+ years) in these countries (Jones, 2015).  

Research has argued that most young driver crashes tend to result from unintentional driver 
errors (Curry, Hafetz, Kallan, Winston, & Durbin, 2011; McKnight & McKnight, 2003). 
However, intentional risk-taking and offending behaviours are still important to consider for 
young driver safety (Jonah, 1986; Shope & Bingham, 2008). Meta-analytic evidence suggests 
that, overall, crash involvement is weakly correlated with road offending behaviour; however 
stronger associations are found in studies with younger drivers (Barraclough, af Wåhlberg, 
Freeman, Watson, & Watson, 2016). Evidence suggests that young people begin committing 
driving offences relatively early in their driving career. For example, police-reported speeding, 
moving violation, seat-belt, and alcohol-related offences increased dramatically in the initial 
months after South Australian novices were legally allowed to drive without supervision 
(Kloeden, 2008). There does not appear to have been a change in police practice at this time. 
Californian research found that more than half of young people licensed when they are 16 or 
17 had  a recorded traffic offence within the first three years of driving (Chapman, Masten, & 
Browning, 2014). In another Australian study, despite self-reporting compliance with most 
road rules that were included in the research, many young people concurrently reported non-
compliance with speed limits (Scott-Parker, Watson, King, & Hyde, 2012). In the same study, 
the level of non-compliance with speed limits increased as the time of licensure did. It is 
important to note that within the young driver cohort there are likely to be groups with different 
levels of offending including a smaller subsample representing high risk ‘problem young 
drivers’ who commit a greater number and variety of offences (Scott-Parker, Watson, King, & 
Hyde, 2013). 

Graduated driver licensing 
A number of jurisdictions including the United States (Williams, McCartt, & Sims, 2016), 
Australia (Scott-Parker & Rune, 2016; Senserrick, 2009), and New Zealand (Brookland, Begg, 
Langley, & Ameratunga, 2014; Brookland & Begg, 2014) have enacted Graduated Driver 
Licensing (GDL) programs as a response to the high crash involvement of young drivers. GDL 
programs require young drivers to pass through a sequence of stages where their driving is 
constrained by additional regulations that are not placed on fully licensed drivers (Bates et al., 
2014). In essence, GDL programs attempt to ensure that inexperienced drivers are exposed 
only to driving conditions that they have the skills for while they develop additional skills and 
gain experience (Foss, 2007). The first stage of a GDL program (i.e. the ‘learner’ stage) usually 
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consists of a mandated period where young drivers must be accompanied by fully licensed 
supervising driver. Once a young person can drive independently, the most common additional 
regulations are a curfew on the time that a young person can drive (e.g., not at night or at night 
on weekends) and restrictions on the number of same age passengers that can be transported if 
a fully licensed driver is not present (Senserrick & Williams, 2015). Additionally, a major 
component of many GDL programs is a zero tolerance for drinking and driving. A number of 
evaluations suggest GDL programs are an effective countermeasure for young driver crashes 
and fatalities (e.g. Langley, Wagenaar, & Begg, 1996; Shope, 2007; Williams, 2017) including 
Australian GDL programs (e.g. Imberger, Healy, Catchpole, Mitsopoulos-Rubens, & 
McIntyre, 2017; Senserrick, Boufous, Olivier, & Hatfield, 2016). 

Research suggests there is a level of non-compliance with GDL restrictions by young people 
who are required to adhere to them (Goodwin, Wells, Foss, & Williams, 2006). For example, 
in a New Zealand study over half of the young driver sample self-reported breaching night-
time curfews on driving at least once and over three quarters reported breaching the peer-
passenger restriction (Brookland et al., 2014). This concurs with official data indicating 65% 
of young driver offences in New Zealand were for breaking licensing conditions. In a study 
conducted in Queensland, Australia, up to 24% of young drivers in the sample admitted that 
they sometimes failed to display license plates that advise other drivers of their license stage, 
which is a GDL restriction applicable to them and an offence enforceable by police (Bates, 
Scott-Parker, Darvell, & Watson, 2017). Truelove, Freeman, and Davey (2019b) conducted a 
qualitative study with young drivers and identified that many young drivers lack knowledge 
about the restrictions included in the GDL program. This suggests that non-compliance with 
GDL restrictions may in some cases be non-intentional. However, it is also likely that many 
young drivers simply ignore their GDL restrictions that apply to them as enforcement of them 
may not be prioritised by police or may be difficult to do (Bates, Rodwell, & Matthews, 2019).  

Road policing is the area where individuals are most likely to come into contact with police 
officers (Boateng & Howley, in press; Corbett & Grayson, 2010; Tudor-Owen, in press; Wells 
& Savigar, 2019). Traditional deterrence theory is one of the most commonly applied theories 
when it comes to the design and implementation of enforcement strategies for road safety 
(Bates, Darvell, & Watson, 2017; Bates, Soole, & Watson, 2012; Watling & Leal, 2012). 
Typical road safety enforcement strategies such as random roadside breath testing rely on the 
classical deterrence models that require the punishment for illegal behaviour be perceived by 
the public as certain, severe and swift (Homel, 1988). The perception of a certain and severe 
punishment being issued by police immediately upon violation of the road rules underpins 
many aspects of road safety enforcement strategies including drink and drug driving as well as 
exceeding the posted speed limits (Bates et al., 2012). While the three aspects of the classical 
deterrence model all contribute to the overall deterrent effect achieved, previous research 
suggests that the certainty of punishment is the most important factor when it comes to 
achieving behaviour modification (Freeman, Kaye, Truelove, & Davey, 2017b; Truelove et al., 
2017). While traffic offences could have swift and severe punishments, if drivers are not certain 
that their offending behaviour will be detected and punished, deterrence is likely to be minimal. 
Homel (1988) suggested the use of media to communicate enforcement messages and increase 
the perception among the population around the certainty that detection of illegal behaviour 
will occur. However, actual operationalisation of the enforcement messages must be carried 
out by police to support the use of media messaging (Elliott & Broughton, 2005). 
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Despite the use of this theory in the road policing context, deterrence theory does not appear to 
be as effective for young drivers. Bates, Darvell, et al. (2017) conducted research examining 
the effects of both direct and vicarious punishment experiences for 236 young drivers aged 
between 17-24 years of age. They found that there was no evidence to support improvements 
in compliance. Further studies support the work of Bates, Darvell, et al. (2017) suggesting that 
informal deterrence measures, operationalised as parents, were more effective when examining 
the compliant behaviour of young drivers (Allen, Murphy, & Bates, 2017). The study by Allen 
et al. (2017) examined the impact of formal and informal deterrence measures on a young 
driver population and found that informal deterrence mechanisms had greater impact on the 
compliant behaviour of young drivers, especially when mediated by the young driver’s shame 
emotions. 

In their reconceptualization of deterrence theory, Stafford and Warr (1993) discussed vicarious 
punishment experience which occurs when individuals have knowledge of punishment from 
the experiences of others. Except for Piquero and Paternoster (1998) other studies do not report 
any significant relationships between vicarious experiences with punishment and drinking and 
driving (Freeman & Watson, 2006; Watling, Palk, Freeman, & Davey, 2010). However, 
research with young drivers suggests that vicarious experiences of punishment does influence 
their behaviour. Research undertaken by Truelove, Freeman, and Davey (2019a) identified that 
young drivers who had friends that had been caught using Snapchat while driving were less 
likely to use Snapchat themselves while driving. 

The current study explores how young drivers perceive road safety enforcement by police in 
Queensland and Victoria, Australia and how each aspect of the traditional deterrence model is 
perceived by the young driver population. Furthermore, this study examines how road policing 
is operationalised in rural or regional areas compared to metropolitan areas and how this 
influences young driver perceptions and compliance.  

Method 

Context 

The sample for this study included young drivers from both Queensland and Victoria that were 
within the provisional or probationary (intermediate) stages of their respective state’s GDL 
system. Both Queensland and Victoria’s GDL systems consist of a Learner (L), two Provisional 
(Qld) or Probationary (Vic) stages (P1 & P2) and an Open or Unrestricted stage. During the L 
phases of the GDL system, young drivers need to be supervised by an open or unrestricted 
driver and Queensland L drivers are required to complete 100 supervised and logged hours of 
driving while Victorian L drivers are required to complete 120 hours. During the provisional 
or probationary phases of the GDL systems, there are a number of restrictions placed on drivers 
in an effort to reduce their crash risk during this period (Table 1). Graduation from a P1 to a 
P2 in Queensland requires the completion of a hazard perception test while the completion of 
such a test in Victoria is required for graduation from L to P1. In order to graduate from P2 
licences a young driver must hold them for a minimum of two years for Queensland drivers 
and three years for Victorian drivers. 
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Table 1: Queensland and Victorian GDL Restrictions1 

Queensland  Victoria  
Provisional One (P1)  Probationary One (P1)  
Minimum age of 17 years  Minimum age of 18 years  
Peer passenger restrictions  Peer passenger restrictions  
Zero blood-alcohol concentration  Zero blood-alcohol concentration  
Display red P plates on the vehicle  Display red P plates on the vehicle  
No mobile phone usage (including Bluetooth 
and hands-free)  

No mobile phone usage (including Bluetooth 
and hands-free)  

High-powered restrictions  High-powered restrictions  
  Restriction on towing trailers/caravans  
  
Provisional Two (P2)  Probationary Two (P2)  
Minimum age of 18 years  Minimum age of 19 years  
Zero blood-alcohol concentration  Zero blood-alcohol concentration  
Display green P plates on the vehicle  Display green P plates on the vehicle  
High-powered restrictions  High-powered restrictions  
  No mobile phone usage (including Bluetooth 

or hands-free)  
1 Bates and Anderson (2019). 

Participants 

Focus group participants in this study were from both Queensland and Victoria. Participants 
included 31 young drivers aged between 17 years of age for Queensland and 18 years of age 
for Victoria with no participants being older than 25 years in either state. Of the 31 participants, 
15 of them were Queensland drivers and the remaining 16 drivers were located in Victoria. Of 
the total sample, 45% (n = 14) were male. In the Queensland sample, 46.67% (n = 7) were male 
while in the Victoria sample, 43.75% (n = 7) were male. In the Queensland sample, 33.32% (n 
= 5) came from regional areas of the state while in Victoria 68.75% of the sample was from 
regional parts of the state. Participants in this research included people from both regional (reg) 
and metropolitan (met) locations. Recruitment of the participants was conducted using various 
social media platforms, community notice boards as well as flyers and announcements 
distributed at University campuses. All participants were engaged in tertiary study. Limitations, 
including those regarding participants, will be discussed later in the paper. 

Procedure 

The focus groups explored how classical deterrence principles were perceived by the young 
driver population and the ability of police enforcement to discourage illegal behaviour. The 
focus group protocol questions focused on the main elements of traditional deterrence theory; 
certainty, severity, swiftness. Follow-up questions based on the responses of participants were 
utilised to ensure that topic was explored in depth. 

All focus groups were facilitated by the same two researchers (LB and LA) to ensure 
consistency across the study. There was a female and male facilitator which provided a good 
gender balance. Information sheets, provided before the focus groups commenced, explained 
that the groups would be audio recorded for the purpose of transcription to aid analysis. The 
information sheets also outlined the potential risks to participants as the focus groups discussed 
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illegal behaviour undertaken by members or that they had witnessed. While the anonymity of 
participants protected them from the legal repercussions of admitting to traffic offending, the 
research team acknowledged the negligible risk that discussing offending behaviour, and 
possibly road trauma, could be sensitive for some participants. No personal or identifying 
information was collected from participants to ensure their confidentiality. Ethical clearance 
for this study was granted by Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee prior to 
the commencement of data collection (GU/Ref: 2018/150). 

Queensland focus groups were conducted in Brisbane (met) and Cairns (reg) while Victorian 
focus groups were conducted in Melbourne (met), Bendigo (reg) and Wodonga (reg). Of the 
focus groups, 4 (36.37%) of them were conducted in major metropolitan cities. Overall, 11 
focus groups were conducted with 5 (45.45%) in Queensland and 6 (54.55%) being conducted 
in Victoria. All focus groups had at least two people. 

Analysis 

Verbatim transcripts of the focus groups were examined using deductive thematic analysis 
guided by deterrence theory. A deductive thematic analysis involves identifying themes and 
codes within qualitative data based upon an existing theory or framework (Breakwell, 
Hammond, & Fife-Schaw, 2000). The deductive thematic analysis was conducted by the same 
research team that conducted the focus groups to ensure consistency and continuity in the 
analytical process. Portions of the transcripts were initially coded as being uniquely indicative 
of the themes of (a) certainty (b) severity and (c) swiftness. Subsequently, within these 
overarching themes, portions of text were coded as having a positive or negative perspective 
of the deterrence concept. All analysis was undertaken by two of the authors (LB and LA) who 
coded data until consensus was reached. If the two disagreed, discussion continued until 
agreement was reached. 

Results 

Certainty  

The certainty that young drivers hold of being detected by police varied greatly across the focus 
groups conducted. While metropolitan drivers were quite confident they would see police often 
and this would act as a mild deterrent, young drivers from regional areas discussed their 
certainty that their actions would not be detected by police. Some young drivers discussed the 
laisse-faire attitude in regional areas towards road rule violation as a result of the diminished 
certainty of detection and punishment.   

“To be honest, up here [regional Queensland] I haven’t seen many police cars… once 
or twice, maybe on the roundabout. But I haven’t seen them in many other places.” 
(Female, Regional, Queensland) 

“[Asked about the likelihood of police detection] Not likely, I do things wrong quite 
often and I haven’t been caught yet” (Male, Regional, Victoria) 

Young drivers in metropolitan areas are more conscious of the stronger police presence and are 
quite confident, when compared with their rural or regional counterparts, that illegal behaviour 
committed within the metropolitan area will be detected by police.  
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“It’s hard to tell, really, because there’s always those unmarked cars as well. There’s 
always – if you do something illegal, some people are like, freaking out as soon as they 
do it and you’re not really sure whether there are cops around or anything” (Male, 
Metropolitan, Queensland) 

The perceived level of illegality being committed by young drivers appears to affect how 
certain they are they will be detected by police. When discussing offending behaviour, young 
drivers discussed how when they only exceed the speed limit by 5-10 kilometres per hour they 
believe that the likelihood of them being detected and punished by police is diminished.    

 “Speed a little bit, just going five to ten [over the posted speed limit] is passable” 
 (Male, Metropolitan, Queensland) 

The use of speed cameras and red-light cameras (also known as camera detected offences) 
appear to be a positive factor when it came the certainty of offending resulting in punishment. 
Young drivers discussed their experiences with speed and red light cameras as strong deterrents 
as there was no way of avoiding punishment as a result of illegal behaviour. 

Like right on the Calder [a major Victorian highway], there’s a few, like radar traps 
[speed cameras] and so on, so you can’t really speed or that kind of thing, because 
they’ll pick you up pretty easily. (Male, Regional, Victoria) 

Severity 

It appears that young drivers may not find the experience of interacting with police as a severe 
punishment experience when they have been detected and intercepted violating the road rules. 
Whether an infringement was issued, or a warning was given, in some cases the severity of the 
interaction with police does not appear sufficient as a deterrent for illegal driving behaviours, 
therefore, undermining the severity aspect of the intended deterrence.  

“Yes, I’ve been in the car multiple times when she’s sped a lot – she even sped home 
from that [an intercept with police as a result of speeding]” (Female, Metropolitan, 
Queensland) 

Some young drivers are not deterred from the financial penalties and loss of licence imposed 
as sanctions for illegal driving behaviour. One young driver discussed how their family 
members had accrued enough demerit point to lose their licence and once they got it back, they 
continued to drive dangerously. 

“Like my cousins have lost their licences a few times and they still get a few 
infringements here and there and they just continue to drive as normal” (Male, 
Metropolitan, Queensland)  

Another young driver discusses how she would breach the peer passenger restrictions at the 
request of her friends but she would get her friends to pay for the financial penalties attached 
to the infringement. 

“Like it makes no sense when you’re actually in the moment you’re like, well yeah, 
obviously I’m just going to overload (carry more passengers then licence restrictions 
allow), like you guys can pay me the $700.” (Female, Metropolitan, Victoria)  
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Swiftness 

As opposed to certainty, when it comes to the swiftness of punishment for traffic offences 
young drivers identified camera detected offences as ineffective. Young drivers appeared to 
have limited abilities to link the camera detected offence infringement with their driving 
behaviour. They just assume the guilt of the offence and pay the infringement without any 
critical thought.  

“My friend, he got this rental car….. it was like two months [before] he got the [red 
light] ticket.”(Male, Metropolitan, Queensland) 

The participant then added that his friend did not remember running the red light until he saw 
the photo that accompanied the infringement. 

Participants also believe that if fines were delivered faster, they would be more effective in 
altering behaviour. 

“I think if it came quicker, it’d be more effective….I got mine about eight days after 
and I was like, what was I driving then? …..I had to check because I was on my way to 
work so I had to check my roster….I don’t really remember it too well.” (Male, 
Metropolitan, Queensland) 

Some young drivers did not see the seriousness of their offending behaviour when it was 
detected by a camera as opposed to a police officer. When intercepted by police, some young 
drivers identify that their behaviour could have resulted in a traffic crash if they were allowed 
to continue, while camera detected offences are delivered up to two weeks following the 
offence date, when they arrived at their destination with no consequence.  

“I don't know, because if you're like speeding 40 kilometres over and you get pulled 
over you're like, oh, I could have done something wrong if they hadn't stopped me, but 
if you were doing 40 kilometres over and you got a camera fine and you got home safe 
and you didn't cause any problems you're like, well, it didn't actually - you know? Like 
it's not really like awake, but you're like, well, I got away with it with a fine, nothing 
bad came of it.” (Female, Metropolitan, Victoria) 

Discussion 

Classical deterrence models which incorporate the principles of certainty, severity and 
swiftness have underpinned road safety enforcement strategies since the 1980s (e.g. Homel, 
1988). However, they do not appear to be as effective for the young driver population (Allen 
et al., 2017; Bates, Darvell, et al., 2017). This study explored young driver perceptions of the 
principles of classical deterrence in order to identify why this may occur. 

Certainty 

Previous research on deterrence based policing suggests that a key aspect of the model is the 
constant and repeated exposure to deterrent factors (Homel, 1988) indicating that people will 
be caught if they offend. Even when other theoretical perspectives, such as procedural justice, 
are included in studies, this is a key predictor of future offending behaviour (Bradford, Hohl, 
Jackson, & MacQueen, 2015). However, a key finding of the current study is that geographic 
context affects certainty. Overall, regional participants indicated they perceived that their 
illegal road offending behaviours were unlikely to be detected by police. Conversely, 
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metropolitan participants strongly conveyed the perception that participation in illegal driving 
would be identified by police. It is possible that these not just differences in perceptions but 
may be differences in actual experiences, although further research is needed to confirm this. 
Given that certainty is perceived to be more important than other elements when deterring 
illegal behaviour (Mendes, 2004), this would suggest that the deterrent effect of road policing 
for this population differs according to where an individual lives. 

The use of cameras to detect crimes such as speeding is a very different context to in-person 
road policing undertaken by police officers (Wells & Wills, 2009). The use of cameras appears 
to increase young drivers’ certainty of punishment for speeding and failing to stop at red lights. 
This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that perceived certainty of detection by 
speed cameras was the most important factor in deterring young male drivers from future 
speeding behaviour (Freeman et al., 2017b) and that drivers perceived certainty of punishment 
was higher for camera detected offences when compared to police officer detected offences 
(Kergoat, Delhomme, & Meyer, 2017). Research suggests that certainty can be undermined by 
punishment avoidance as young drivers indicate that they probably will continue to offend 
when they are caught but not punished (Bates & Anderson, 2019). 

Severity 

The findings of this study suggest that young drivers are not deterred from continuing their 
offending even after an enforcement interaction with police for a traffic offence. Other studies 
have also suggested that experience with punishment as a result of illegal driving behaviour 
may not deter future offending behaviour by young drivers (Bates, Darvell, et al., 2017), those 
who may drink and drive (Piquero & Pogarsky, 2002) and drivers more broadly (Fleiter & 
Watson, 2005). However, research suggests that there are other factors that influence 
perceptions of severity. For instance, Canadian research suggests that licence type affects 
intention to violate the road rules with those on an intermediate licence indicating that they are 
less likely to violate the road rules (Poirier, Blais, & Faubert, 2018). This may be because the 
punishment for traffic offending on an intermediate licence is comparatively more severe 
compared to punishment for offences on an open licence. Individuals on an intermediate 
licence tend to lose their licence after accumulating fewer demerit points (four points in 
Queensland) compared with open licence holders (12 points in Queensland). Additionally, 
gender may play a role with prior research suggesting that females are more likely to perceive 
that the punishment for speeding as severe when compared with males (Freeman, Kaye, 
Truelove, & Davey, 2017a). Participants within this study discussed methods of reducing the 
severity of penalties associated with breaching the road rules. This included requesting that 
friends of a driver fined for breaking a peer passenger restriction contribute to the financial 
penalties. This is consistent with the work of O’Malley (2009, 2010) who identified that, from 
the perspective of the law, no consideration is given to whom actually pays the financial 
penalty. 

When discussing severity, several participants also commented on how they were aware of 
their peers engaging in illegal driving behaviours. This is consistent with vicarious punishment 
experiences. However, while earlier quantitative research suggests that vicarious experiences 
with punishment influences young driver behaviour (Truelove et al., 2019a), this did not appear 
to be clearly expressed in the current focus groups. Further research is needed to explore this. 
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Swiftness 

Research undertaken in the United Kingdom suggests that while traffic cameras are perceived 
as fairer, drivers prefer to have an interaction with a police officer when they offend (Wells, 
2008). One possible reason for this may be that they the driver perceives that they receive 
punishment in a timelier manner. Consistent with this, participants within this study did not 
appear to make strong connections between illegal driving detected using cameras and the 
punishment they received suggesting that the delay makes the punishment less meaningful for 
them.  This is supported by previous research suggesting that when it comes to camera detected 
offences, individuals perceive punishment will be certain but not necessarily swift and, 
therefore, the overall deterrent effect of speed cameras may be diminished (Freeman et al., 
2017b).  Additionally, research has suggested that young drivers, when compared with older 
drivers, perceive that penalties for speeding are applied less swiftly (Freeman et al., 2017a). 

Strengths and Limitations 

Participants were recruited from two Australian states and from both metropolitan and regional 
locations. This ensured that a range of young drivers, varying in their progression through the 
GDL and differences in experiences with road policing methods and types of interactions with 
police, were included in the sample. This enabled detailed responses from participants about 
an aspect of their life that can be used to build, tentatively, a more holistic understanding of the 
effectiveness of deterrence-based measures for this group of drivers. All participants were 
undertaking tertiary education and therefore may not accurately represent the non-tertiary 
educated young driver population. 

Implications and Future Research 

Participants perceived that road policing is not conducted in regional areas with the same 
priority as within metropolitan areas. Thus, there needs to be an increase in activities to ensure 
that the perception of certainty is high within regional locations. These activities could include 
the deployment of additional enforcement resources or the use of advertising and promotion to 
increase the perception that road policing is occurring within these areas.  

Given that young drivers perceive both negative and positive aspects regarding the use of 
cameras to detect offences, there is a need to use a number of complementary methods when 
undertaking road policing activities. The use of speed cameras is important because it enhances 
the certainty that young drivers who break the road rules will be caught. However, camera 
enforcement should be conjoined with other more immediate enforcement methods because 
young drivers, in this study, indicated that the delay in receiving the punishment can make it 
difficult to link the cause and effect.. Developing an appropriate mix of camera based and 
officer enforcement should enhance the benefits of speed cameras while overcoming some of 
their limitations.  

This study had a strong focus on the legal sanctions that may affect young drivers’ behaviour. 
However, as research with drink driving offenders has suggested, non-legal deterrence factors 
may also play an important role (Freeman, Szogi, Truelove, & Vingilis, 2016). These non-legal 
deterrence factors may include fear of social or physical harm. Future research should build 
upon the current study, and the work of Allen et al. (2017) who identified that shame played a 
role in regulating the behaviour of young drivers, by exploring the effect of non-legal sanctions 
on young drivers. Future research should also consider the deterrent effects of emerging 
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technology within road policing such as enforcement drones with a young driver population. 
For instance, while research conducted with drivers aged 18 to 71 in the US and Israel indicates 
that people perceive drones as being comparable to speed cameras (Rosenfeld, 2019), there is 
a need to undertake this type of research with young drivers. 

Conclusion 

This study used focus groups to explore young drivers’ perspectives of the three elements of 
classical deterrence theory: certainty, severity and swiftness. The focus groups, which were 
held in both metropolitan and regional locations in two Australian states, found that 
geographical context played a role in the certainty of being caught by police for committing a 
traffic offence. Those from metropolitan areas appeared to have a higher perception that they 
would be caught by police. Young drivers also perceived that traffic cameras enhanced the 
certainty that they would be caught. However, even after being caught for committing a traffic 
offence, young drivers indicated that they continued to offend. Thus, there is a need to consider 
the mix of mechanisms used to deter young drivers as well as identify if the introduction of 
non-legal deterrents would reduce the offending undertaken on the road by this group. These 
measures could not only target the driver but also the vehicle (e.g. speed limiting devices) as 
well as the road environment (e.g. speed bumps). 
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