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Traffic risk behaviour: an observational study
of drivers’ behaviour in Braga (Portugal)

Comportamiento de riesgo vial: un estudio observacional

del comportamiento de los conductores en Braga (Portugal)

To the Editor:

Traffic accidents are  a  serious public health problem which cau-
ses  a high number of deaths and injuries. In Portugal, 32,299 traffic
accidents involving victims (accidents involving at least one inju-
red person), 554 accidents involving deaths and 2148 accidents
involving severe injuries occurred in  2016.1 The use of cell phones
and tobacco consumption cause traffic accidents, whose conse-
quences are aggravated if passengers fail to  use seat belts.2 Using
a cell phone while driving (whether it is used with or  without a
hands-free system) causes visual, auditive, physical and cognitive
distraction. Tobacco consumption negatively affects the health of
the driver and the other passengers in  the vehicle (particularly chil-
dren) by the high concentrations of tobacco smoke inside the car,
and it is also a distracting factor that compromises driving.3 Several
studies have shown that using a  seat belt is associated to a dras-
tic reduction on the number of accidents and injuries. Many traffic
accidents could be avoided by modifying these behaviors. The pre-
sent study aimed to describe drivers’ risk behaviors in the city of
Braga (Portugal), namely the use of cell phone, tobacco consump-
tion and failure to use seat belts while driving.

This is an observational study conducted between December
2016 and January 2017 which followed the validated methodology
of Martínez-Sánchez et al.4 The observers registered the behavior
of the first five drivers who stopped at a  red light traffic in Ave-
nida João XXI, Avenida 31 de Janeiro, Rua da Estrada Nova, and EN
103 (Braga, Portugal). Motorcycles, mopeds and non-motor vehi-
cles were excluded from the study. The observation focused on the
use of cell phones, tobacco consumption (lit cigarettes), and failure
to  use seat belts by the driver of the vehicle. Descriptive analy-
sis was performed. Among the 705 conductors observed, 70 (9.8%)
used a cell phone, 50 (7.1%) did not use a  seat belt, and 39 (5.5%)
smoked while driving.

There is still a significant percentage of drivers who adopt risk
behaviors while driving. Greater police attention is needed to pre-
vent non-compliance with the law  regarding the use of cell phones
and driving without seat belts. However, it still does not exist a ban
on smoking inside the cars in Portugal. Car smoking bans should
be similar to other restrictions on drivers’ behavior that are cri-
tical for public health and safety, such as the driving ban under
the influence of alcohol or other drugs. Studies show that over
90% of respondents agree with a  car smoking ban, especially with
children on board.5 Creating campaigns to highlight the importance
of banning tobacco consumption inside the car would be useful, not
only to increase awareness about the negative effects of smoking

on the driver’s health and on the road traffic safety, but also as
a way to collect signatures to present this ban at the Portuguese
Parliament.
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