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Abstract

This study explored the international experience of driving in two countries from the perspectives
of drivers. It highlighted the differences in driving experiences between China and the US from peo-
ple who have driven in both countries. A qualitative research approach utilizing focus group discus-
sions was conducted in China and the US. The pros and cons, strengths and weaknesses of the
transportation systems in the two countries were discussed. Car accidents or near misses due to differ-
ences between the two countries were explored. Advice for people who want to drive in these two
countries as foreign visitors was discussed. Results showed that there are strengths and weaknesses in
both countries in their driving systems. Both countries could benefit from exploring the traffic and
roadway system of the other.
© 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

When people travel and need to drive overseas, it is very likely that they drive the way
they do in their own countries. However, driving situations (e.g., traffic rules, driving speed,
road signs) and drivers’ behavior may be quite different. Failure to adjust to the new driv-
ing environment may cause serious car accidents.

China is the largest developing country and has the largest population in the world of
over 1.3 billion (World Bank, 2003). China also has the highest traffic fatality number of
about 109,381 people in 2003 (CRTAS, 2003), which is about 20% of the total traffic fatali-
ties in the whole world each year. On the other hand, the US is the largest developed coun-
try and has the greatest number of vehicles in the world.

If we compare the differences between the two countries (see Table 1), the lives lost from
four-wheel vehicles and trucks in China were 62,737, and the deaths in the US were 41,821
in approximately the same time period (CRTAS, 2002; AUSTST, 2002). Although the
number of fatalities per population for China was lower (China: US = 1:3), the fatalities
per vehicle (China: US=17.6:1) and per driver (China: US=6.7:1) for China were much
higher.

Driving in China and the US is obviously different. By exploring the differences between
the two countries, we can further develop ways to improve the driving safety environment
within the two countries and provide suggestions for people who want to drive in these two
countries from overseas. This methodology and results could provide useful information
for studying inter-country driving safety problems.

This study was the second phase of a research series on driving safety exploring the
differences between China and the US. Zhang et al. (2006) reported the results of the initial
phase, which involved focus groups and field observation exploring driver attitudes and
perceived safe driver characteristics of Chinese and American drivers. In the first phase, a
total of 44 experienced drivers (18 Chinese drivers and 26 American drivers) participated in
a total of six focus groups. After conducting the focus groups, four types of driving behav-
iors were observed in China that provided further information. Results showed that the
Chinese drivers concentrated more on driving skills and capabilities, whereas the US driv-
ers concentrated more on practical safe driving guidelines. The purpose of the current
study phase was to compare the differences in driving experiences between China and the
US from people who have driven in both. This study explored the foreign country experi-
ence from the drivers’ perspectives. A qualitative research approach utilizing focus group
discussions was conducted in China and the US. Car accidents or near misses due to differ-
ences between the two countries were explored. The goal of this study was to provide
advice for people who want to drive in these two countries as foreign visitors.

Table 1
US/China Basic information

China (CRTAS, 2002) USA(AUSTST, 2002)
Population 1.245 billion 274.6 million
Number of vehicles (four or more wheels cars) 18.44 million 217.0 million
Number of drivers 42.61 million 190.6 million
Number of deaths due to these vehicles 62,737 41,821
Number of injuries due to these vehicles 342,379 3,189,000

Number of accidents (resulting in deaths or injuries) 540,046 2,107,000
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