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Background and introduction

• 40,000+ people die annually 

in traffic crashes in the US 

and are a leading cause of 

death for young people.

• Road trauma has not been 

prioritized by the public or 

by policymakers as a 

serious public health 

problem. 

• News coverage can help 

address this lack of urgency 

and increase interest in 

finding effective solutions

www.roadsafety.unc.edu  |  July 25, 2023

Source: USDOT



The role of framing

• Framing - focusing attention on certain events over 
others, thus placing stories within a field of meaning. 

• Media frames guide the audience in discerning which 
story details are most pertinent, such as who is involved, 
how they were involved, and who may be responsible for 
a traffic crash (Ralph, Goddard, Thigpen, and Iacobucci, 
2019) . 

• “Episodic” vs. “thematic” frames
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Source: cjr.org/analysis/when-covering-car-crashes-be-careful-not-to-blame-the-victim.php



Phase I: Analyze media framing of road injuries 
and develop guidance for professionals

Purpose

Explore road injury narratives through an analysis of popular 

televised news and develop a Framing Guide for road safety and 

public health professionals.

Methods

Analysed 1,156 Facebook posts from the top two most viewed 

TV broadcast news stations across 18 population size- and 

geographic region-matched core-based statistical areas (CBSAs) 

and Vision Zero vs. non-Vision Zero (by 2019). 
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Phase I Results

• 33% of posts focused attention on travel delay.

• 12% of posts featured a victim narrative.

• 8% had a thematic frame.

• <1% attributed the cause of the crash to lighting or 
roadway design.

• Vision Zero communities: less likely to focus on people 
walking, bicycling, or on a motorcycle; 2.5x more likely to 
quote an elected official.
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Source: pedbikeimages.org, Dan Burden



Phase II: Update the Guide with stakeholder 
feedback

Purpose

Update and supplement the content of the Media Framing Guide 

for road safety and public health professionals with input from 

stakeholder groups.

Methods

Conduct two focus groups: one focus group with media 

professionals reporting on traffic crashes and one focus group 

with transportation and public health professionals working in 

the field of road safety.
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Phase II Results

• There are several practical barriers to direct communication 
between the two sectors including:
– Time constraints 

– Lack of knowledge for who to contact 

– High turnover among beat reporters that frequently report crashes

– Designated communications spokespeople at municipal offices (e.g., PIO)

– Past negative experiences

• Language in the Guide was complex

• Road safety/public health professionals could benefit from 
“boiler plate” language examples in the Guide
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Study implications

1. Reporting commonly uses traffic delay framing and lacks 
contextual information.

2. Transportation and public health professionals need to 
get involved in reshaping crash narratives. 

3. Transportation and public health professionals need a 
straightforward framework and guidance for effective 
communication with journalists.



www.roadsafety.unc.edu  |  July 25, 2023

Available at: https://www.roadsafety.unc.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/CSCRS_FGuide_v2.pdf

Deliverable: Media framing guidance



Reframing crash reporting in news media
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Examples of messages aligned with a Safe Systems approach
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Summary

• Though the tools exist to realize a future with significantly 
fewer deaths and injuries on our roads (Vision Zero Network, 
2021) without a sizable proportion (~25%) of the public seeing 
road trauma as a pressing public health problem, the U.S. is 
unlikely to witness significant and lasting reductions in traffic 
injury. 

• What our culture needs is a new story, one told by people 
reflective of the U.S. population about those involved in 
serious crashes, how such crashes occur in some places more 
often than in others, and how we can improve road user safety, 
which benefits everyone.
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Thank you
Elyse Keefe
email: ekeefe@email.unc.edu
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Next webinar

February 22

Peer Influence and the Perceptions of Safety

Presented by Aqshems Nichols, Graduate Student Researcher at 
the UC-Berkeley Safe Transportation Research and Education 
Center
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