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On New Year’s Eve, Pope Francis gave a homily at Vespers in St. Peter’s Basilica, expressing his
gratitude to those who, though small and concrete actions, “cooperate silently for the common good.”
He briefly pointed to driving as an example of how ordinary people can change Rome for the better, and
thanked people “who move in traffic with good sense and prudence.”

In a response to the Pope’s remarks, The New York Times columnist David Brooks penned a January 4
opinion piece endorsing the idea of personal commitment to kinder driving. In an opinion piece titled
“How Would Jesus Drive?,” Brooks writes that driving behaviors are subject to laws, but also the norms
of the neighborhood, city, or region. He appeals to duty and decency, for everyone to do their part to
make driving kinder.

“I’m going to try to remember one lesson when I hit the road,” he concludes. “Though I may be
surrounded by idiots, I’m potentially an artisan of the common good.”

If lots of people hear the Pope’s message and are reminded that being godly involves driving
compassionately, it could make a real difference. APS Fellow Robert Cialdini is a pioneer in the field of
persuasion. His work has uncovered the especially persuasive nature of messages centered on social

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/opinion/how-would-jesus-drive.html


norms. For maximum effect, “Be a better Driver!” changes behavior a lot less than a message like,
“90% of your fellow drivers stay under the speed limit”.

However, behavioral science researchers have identified many more factors that contribute to bad
driving. In teens, listening to music, having friends in the car, or even a habit of watching movies with
car chases (not while driving, just in general) increase risky behavior. For adults, stress, heat, expensive
cars, and even larger-size driving seats are associated with aggression or rudeness on the road.

Sure, plenty of factors make drivers behave badly. But researchers have also found a few that keep roads
safer, above and beyond the Pope’s urging. Consequences help both teens and adults be better drivers.
Adults in surveys report driving slower after receiving speeding tickets. Areas with red light or speeding
cameras show decreased infractions, and teens drive safer in the months after an accident.

Monitoring a driver is another way to improve driving behaviors before a ticket or a crash. Drivers in a
simulator crashed less when they were given early warnings in possibly dangerous situations. Other
drivers got feedback from accelerometers showing how safely they were driving, and improved their
scores, whether the feedback was given in real-time or in between driving sessions. Teens in a driving
simulator ran fewer yellow lights and got in fewer crashes when their mothers were watching them.

For the moral among us, framing good driving as a moral issue may make driving safer and more
pleasant. For others, we’ll likely need to bring out the bigger guns. Moms in every passenger seat,
perhaps?

References

Pope leads Vespers and Te Deum on New Year’s Eve. (2017, December 31). Vatican News 
http://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2017-12/pope-leads-vespers-and-te-deum-on-new-years-
eve.html

Brooks, D. (2018, January 4). How Would Jesus Drive? New York Times Opinion. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/opinion/how-would-jesus-drive.html

Desteno, D. (2017, December 29). The Only Way to Keep Your Resolutions. New York Times Sunday
Review. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/29/opinion/sunday/the-only-way-to-keep-your-
resolutions.html

Kostermans, E., Stoolmiller, M., de Leeuw R.N.H., Engels, R.C.M.E., Sargent, J.D. (2014) Exposure to
Movie Reckless Driving in Early Adolescence Predicts Reckless, but Not Inattentive Driving. PLoS
ONE 9(12): e113927. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0113927

Beck, K. H., Daughters, S. B., Ali, B. (2013). Hurried driving: Relationship to distress tolerance, driver
anger, aggressive and risky driving in college students. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 51, 51–55.
doi:10.1016/j.aap.2012.10.012

Basagaña, X., Escalera-Antezana, J. P., Dadvand, P., Llatje, Ò., Barrera-Gómez, J., Cunillera, J., . . .
Pérez, K. (2015). High ambient temperatures and risk of motor vehicle crashes in Catalonia, Spain

http://www.vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2017-12/pope-leads-vespers-and-
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/04/opinion/how-would-jesus-drive.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/29/opinion/sunday/the-only-way-to-keep-your-resolutions.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/29/opinion/sunday/the-only-way-to-keep-your-resolutions.html
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0113927
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001457512003685?via%3Dihub


(2000–2011): A time-series analysis. Environmental Health Perspectives, 123(12), 1309–1316.
doi:10.1289/ehp.1409223

Kenrick, D. T., & MacFarlane, S. W. (1986). Ambient temperature and horn honking: A field study of
the heat/aggression relationship. Environment and Behavior, 18(2), 179-191.
doi:10.1177/0013916586182002

Yap, A. J., Wazlawek, A. S., Lucas, B. J., Cuddy, A. J., & Carney, D. R. (2013). The Ergonomics of
dishonesty. Psychological Science,24(11), 2281-2289. doi:10.1177/0956797613492425

O’Brien, F., Bible, J., Liu, D., & Simons-Morton, B. G. (2017). Do young drivers become safer after
being involved in a collision? Psychological Science, 28(4), 407-413. doi:10.1177/0956797616688118

Alonso, F., Esteban, C., Calatayud, C., & Sanmartín, J. (2013). Speed and road accidents: Behaviors,
motives, and assessment of the effectiveness of penalties for speeding. American Journal of Applied
Psychology, 1(3), 58–64. doi:10.12691/ajap-1-3-5

Werneke, J., & Vollrath, M. (2013). How to present collision warnings at intersections?—A comparison
of different approaches. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 52, 91-99. doi: 10.1016/j.aap.2012.12.001

Dijksterhuis, C., Lewis-Evans, B., Jelijs, B., de Waard, D., Brookhuis, K., & Tucha, O. (2015). The
impact of immediate or delayed feedback on driving behaviour in a simulated Pay-As-You-Drive
system. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 75, 93-104. doi:10.1016/j.aap.2014.11.017

Telzer, E. H., Ichien, N. T., & Qu, Y. (2015). Mothers know best: redirecting adolescent reward
sensitivity toward safe behavior during risk taking. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience.
doi:10.1093/scan/nsv026

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/1409223/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0013916586182002
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797613492425
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797616688118
http://pubs.sciepub.com/ajap/1/3/5/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001457512004204?via%3Dihub
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0001457514003728?via%3Dihub
https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/10/10/1383/1648778
http://www.tcpdf.org

