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Understanding the link between 
Disadvantage/ Deprivation and Road Safety

21st January 2009: Legacy Aston Court Hotel, Derby

DfT Road Safety Research Dissemination and Action Learning

Road Casualties Great Britain 2007 summarises the relationship between road 
casualties and deprivation in England focusing on differences by age and road 
user type illustrating the need to tackle this issue:

• Twelve per cent of road casualties were living in the 10% most deprived 
areas.

• The 10% most deprived areas were over-represented in the casualty 
population for all age groups except 17–19 year olds, 20–25 year olds and 
those aged 60 and over.

• The number of casualties per 100,000 population was highest for car drivers 
in all deprivation areas.

• Approximately 20 per cent of pedestrian and bus or coach casualties were 
living in the 10% most deprived areas.

• The largest difference between the casualty rate for the most deprived and 
least deprived areas was for pedestrians, from a rate of 70 casualties per 
100,000 population in the most deprived areas to 21 casualties per 100,000 
population in the least deprived areas. 

The statistics: Road Casualties and Deprivation

Key findings

The most prevalent factors in fatal collisions in 
the most deprived IMD quintiles were:

• Driving at excessive speed, driver 
intoxication, driver/passenger failure to 
wear seat belts, and unlicensed/uninsured 
driving.

• Young drivers (under 24 years) form high 
proportions of fatal casualties across all 
IMD quintiles.

• Older drivers and passenger fatalities are 
more concentrated in the least deprived 
IMD quintiles.

Conclusions found that the less deprived areas 
are ‘doubly loaded’ – they too have young 
risk-taking drivers but also a lot of older 
fatalities. Older drivers tend to be linked more 
with ‘unsurvivable’ accidents where death is 
caused at the scene. It is recommended that 
campaigns and enforcement should focus on 
speeding, driver intoxication, seat-belt use and 
unlicensed/uninsured driving concentrated in 
deprived areas.

Professor David Clarke at Nottingham University analysed existing statistics of 
fatalities to take into account the socio-economic characteristics of the people 
involved.

The research of fatal road accidents analysis aimed to identify variables that are 
affected by deprivation levels in the UK’s 10% and 5% most deprived areas and 
to quantify the details of the driving licence holder specifically by age group and 
deprivation.

The study used a sample of 893 fatal vehicle occupant cases, from 10 UK 
police forces, from the years 1994-2005. Each case was summarised using main 
objective features (such as time and place) and a list of explanatory factors. 
The cases were then assigned an Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) score 
generated from the postcode of the primary fatality from which the scores 
were separated into IMD quintiles.

What are the causes of fatal road traffic collisions?
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The Neighbourhood Road Safety Initiative (NRSI) was a response to the 
Government’s aim to ‘reduce the number of people killed or seriously injured 
by 40% and the number of children killed or seriously injured by 50%, by 
2010 compared with the average for 1994-98, tackling the significantly higher 
incidence in disadvantaged communities’. This report, led by a team of experts 
in the Road Safety field at UCL is expected to publish its findings later this 
year.

On the basis of casualty rates and levels of deprivation, fifteen local authorities 
were identified and asked to bid for funding from the DfT to take part in the 
project. By encouraging the participant authorities to adopt a holistic approach 
to evidencing causal links of these inequalities, they were targeting the root 
cause rather than the symptoms. The local authorities discussed and shared 
their experiences in tackling the source of the issues by working together with 
a range of partners and colleagues for example those involved in engineering, 
education, enforcement and health.

A mixed approach of quantitative and qualitative methods aimed to:

• Measure the impact of NRSI on reducing road traffic injury;

• Measure the wider impacts of intervention on quality of life in terms of 
mobility, accessibility and safety;

• Assess the role of local multi-agency partnerships on reducing risk and 
improving the quality of life for deprived communities; and

• Create a greater understanding of road safety problems and its causal 
factors in disadvantaged communities including Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic (BAME) groups, children, older people and those with a disability.

The evaluation also included surveys with schools, communities and other 
stakeholders as well as focus group with parents.

What can the NRSI tell us about what works in 
improving road safety in disadvantaged areas?

Key findings

The following factors appear to indicate a link 
between road casualty figures and deprivation:

• Immediate surroundings – the physical 
environment where people live has a 
significant influence on their road safety. 
The findings of this report recognised the 
importance of exposure in understanding 
the difference in risk across different 
groups of people. For example evidence 
shows as bus exposure increases so too 
does risk, this risk is therefore accelerated 
by the likelihood of people in more 
deprived areas travelling by bus. 

• Interestingly, young people aged 18-24 
from deprived areas, despite making fewer 
car journeys are at greater risk of injury in 
comparison to those from more affluent 
areas.

• Social and economic environments – it is 
suggested that a low socio-economic level 
creates heightened risk factors e.g. lack 
of access to information and services can 
increase vulnerability to risk.

• Broader factors – e.g. wider economic and 
political processes whereby those with 
few resources will be living in the more 
deprived areas.

The research project, ‘Road User Safety and Disadvantage’, by Faber Maunsell 
consists of three phases of which phase one – Development, was published in 
2008. Phase one aims to build on recent initiatives including the Neighbourhood 
Road Safety Initiative (NRSI), and make recommendations for future policy and 
practice.

The focus of the first phase of the research is the negative correlation between 
the ‘socio-economic gradient’ and deprivation, the analysis was based on the 
Index of Multiple Deprivation data for each Super Output Area (SOA) in 
England; casualty data from police recorded accident statistics for 2002-2006 
including location of both accident and resident postcode; and travel patterns 
from the DfT. It also involved a literature review, a study of major initiatives and 
a consultation with key stakeholders in road safety.

Phase two of the research project will encompass a core study of five local 
authorities (Sunderland, Bradford, Wigan, Wolverhampton and Newham) and 
focus on injury inequalities for children and young people as pedestrians and 
cyclists; and young people as car passengers. Phase three will follow up the 

findings from the first two phases.

Understanding Road Safety issues in the most 
disadvantaged areas
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Key findings

Similar factors to those identified in the research 
project on ‘Road User Safety Disadvantage’ by 
Faber Maunsell were recognised as significant 
in this project also. They were:

•  immediate surroundings; 
•  socio-economic factors; and 
•  broader factors as discussed earlier. 

The NRSI was established by the DfT in 2002 to respond to the road traffic 
findings that casualty rates are considerably higher in the most deprived areas 
of England. The NRSI Good Practice Guide published in 2008 aims to motivate 
people responsible for reducing road casualties in disadvantaged communities 
to learn from the experiences of the NRSI team. It also aims to provide existing 
evidence of this link through reviewing existing literature and promoting 
partnership working.

The importance of widening the reach of Road Safety is recognised at a 
global scale where a strong case for equality is made from the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) 2004 report on Road Safety (Pedan et al), ‘Equal 
protection for all road users should be a guiding rule, to avoid an unfair burden 
of injury and death for poorer people and vulnerable road users’.

As a result of the findings the NRSI team highlights four broad approaches to 
effectively tackle Road Safety and Disadvantage:
• Strengthening individuals – prepare individuals for hazards and improving 

driver and pedestrian knowledge and skills on road safety.
• Strengthening communities – encourage local community involvement in road 

safety schemes and work towards a collective goal.
• Improving access to services – encourage individuals to gain access to 

services and benefit from other aspects of life such as health.
• Encouraging broad economic and cultural change – shape norms so positive 

actions are taken in the approach to road safety.

Why is it important to widen the reach of Road Safety?
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