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Selective enforcement, the practice of targeting specific traffic offenses which
figure prominently in the crash problems experienced by a community, is an integral
part of practically every traffic safety program. These enforcement projects are
highly visible, and, if run properly, can be effective in reducing the number and

Past experiences have provided valuable examples of ways to, and ways not to,
The purpose of this report
is to summarize the findings of several evaluations of selective enforcement projects
and to propose a series of steps which, if followed, may help implement successful
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FIVE KEYS TO SUCCESSFUL SELECTIVE ENFORCEMENT
State and local enforcement officials should work in cooperation
with the Transportation Safety Administration to identify the
times, days, sites, and offenses which present the most pronounced
crash problems, and to establish an enforcement plan to target
these problems. Periodic checks by project management may be
required to guarantee that activities are proceeding as planned.

Realistic and measurable immediate, intermediate, and ultimate
objectives should be established as a part of the enforcement plan.
These objectives require periodic review and follow-up. Experience
may dictate a redirection of objectives.

A locality should be required to document a pre-existing crash
problem before a selective enforcement grant is awarded. The
success of a program is almost completely dependent upon there
being a crash problem of sufficient magnitude that enforcement can
affect it.

Grants should be awarded for more than one year and they should be
proportionate to the size of the locality and its problem. One
year is usually too short a time span to allow for measurable
project impact. Also, the commitment of resources to the job must

- be commensurate with the job to be done. If time and funds are

inadequate to the task, effort is better spent elsewhere.

State and local enforcement officials should collect data on
citation and enforcement activities, and local police should
collect site-specific and time-specific crash data. These data are
indispensable for a determination of the project's effectiveness.

9
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How to Make Selective Enforcement Work:
Lessons from Completed Evaluations

by

Jack D. Jernigan
Assistant Research Scientist

INTRODUCTION

Since the passage of the Highway Safety Act of 1966, a great deal
of attention has been focused on improving highway safety. Unques-
tionably, the citizens of Virginia have benefited from improvements made
over the years; for instance, the average number of persons killed
annually in traffic crashes was down more than 187 from 1,183 between
1965 and 1969 to 970 between 1980 and 1984 (Virginia Department of State
Police [VSP], 1985). Moreover, because there are more vehicles and
drivers today logging more miles than during the 1960's, the average
annual death rate per 100 million vehicle miles of travel has been cut
more than 507 from 5.02 during the latter 1960's to 2.45 during the
early 1980's (VSP, 1985).

Clearly, no single factor can be credited with bringing about this
improvement. Rather, much is the result of a comprehensive effort to
improve traffic safety. This effort has included improving the design
of roads and motor vehicles, requiring the installation and increasing
the use of safety belts, improving emergency medical services,
coordinating and improving the quality of driver licensing- and
accident-reporting data, focusing on alcohol-related and speed-related
crash problems, and enhancing police traffic services.

The involvement of law enforcement officials in this comprehensive
system is certainly one of the more visible aspects of efforts to
improve traffic safety. 1In fact, many people feel that increased
enforcement of existing traffic laws is needed to improve traffic
safety. Those who are actively involved in promoting traffic safety
also rely heavily on the services of state and local police. Thus, the
rest of the traffic safety system must be willing to support enforcement
officials in carrying out an effective enforcement program.

Planning for selective enforcement is one particular area in which
past experiences can, and should, be used to guide enforcement
activities. Previous selective enforcement evaluation studies have
shown that selective enforcement projects are not always planned and
implemented properly. Consequently, they are not always effective.
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The term "selective enforcement'" means that police officers select
certain times and sites for which specific traffic laws are to be
stringently enforced (Sharkey, 1986; Sharkey & Stoke, 1985; Stoke,
Atkins, & Caudell, 1985); for example, radar units may be set up to
enforce the speed limit at a given time and location, or checkpoints may
be used to detect drivers under the influence of alcohol or other drugs.
Ideally, when planning a project of this nature, crash data are reviewed
to determine the offenses, times, and sites which are overrepresented
among a locality's crash problems. In practice, this sort of detailed
problem identification is seldom performed.

Recent events dictate that the inadequacies in selective enforce-
ment projects be overcome. Between January and December of 1986, the
number of fatalities in the Commonwealth of Virginia was up approximate-
ly 157 over the same period for the preceding year. Further, trans-
portation safety monies are limited, and it is critical that they be
targeted where they will have the greatest potential impact. Thus, if
selective enforcement is to be effective, those traffic offenses shown
to be directly connected with crashes must be targeted.

PURPOSE

The ultimate objective of this report is to uncover what makes a
selective enforcement project effective. Also, this report seeks to
discover common elements among projects which were not effective, or for
which data were inadequate to determine their effectiveness.

A further intent is to review the literature on the topic of
selective enforcement and to recommend a rational basis for the plan-
ning, funding, and implementation of future selective enforcement
projects. Previous reports have outlined recommendations, but implemen-
tation of these recommendations is only slowly evolving. Thus, another
reason for writing this report is to promote implementation of those
recommendations.

ANALYSIS

One surprising problem with many of the selective enforcement
projects which were evaluated was that money was spent where there was
no documented problem. For instance, alcohol selective enforcement
projects in six of thirteen localities funded for the fiscal year 1982
actually had no documented pre-existing alcohol-related crash problem
(Lynn, 1985). Likewise, many speed selective enforcement programs were
funded for localities which had no documented speed-related crash
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problem (Sharkey, 1986; Sharkey & Stoke, 1985; Stoke, Atkins, & Caudell,
1985). Obviously, if localities which have only marginal alcohol-
related or speed-related crash problems are being funded for selective
enforcement projects for these offenses, monies are not being targeted
where they can have the greatest potential impact.*

The second problem with selective enforcement projects which have
been run in Virginia is that there has been a general failure to target
problems within a locality (Lynn, 1985; Sharkey, 1986; Sharkey & Stoke,
1985; Stoke, Atkins, & Caudell, 1985). Problematic times and sites
generally have not been identified within a particular locality.

Without site-specific and time-specific data, even in localities where
there is a documented problem, there is no way to determine whether the
problem is being addressed. If -the crash problem were only on the south
side of town, how could patrols on the north side of town have an
impact? If crashes were most pronounced on Friday night, how could
selective enforcement patrols on Monday morning help reduce the problem?

Related to this problem is the failure of the State Police and a
majority of local police forces to collect data adequate to identify
problems or to evaluate the effectiveness of selective enforcement
projects. In counties this is primarily a problem which the state needs
to address, because roadways in most counties are state maintained. In
incorporated areas the obligation for providing adequate data is shared
by the city and the state; because if the state is to be responsible for
deciding on which selective enforcement projects receive funding, then
the state should be responsible for ensuring that these projects are
properly focused.

A fourth problem is that the State Police and many localities
failed to identify realistic and measurable immediate, intermediate, and
ultimate objectives. These objectives should fit the type of project
which is being run in a particular locality. That is, it may be unreal-
istic to expect that 600 hours of speed selective enforcement activity
will reduce a community's total crash problem by 15%. However, it would
be realistic to expect that citations would be issued more frequently in
that locality and that, eventually, the speed-related crash problem
might decrease on patrolled routes by a measurable amount. The ultimate
objective of any selective enforcement project is to reduce the number
and severity of crashes; but identifying realistic and measurable
immediate and intermediate objectives is equally important.

* Because of recent changes at the Transportation Safety Administration
of the Department of Motor Vehicles, a locality must now document a
pre-existing crash problem prior to receiving a project grant.
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In contrast with the common problems cited in these evaluation
reports, one study found that projects which had been funded for more
than one year tended to be more effective (Sharkey, 1986). Consequently,
it may be unrealistic to expect a project to affect a crash problem
during its first year.

Perhaps one reason for the aforementioned finding is that it takes
some time for the presence of the project to be felt within a community.
Though the evaluation of alcohol selective enforcement projects did not
find multi-year funding to be correlated with effectiveness, the author
concluded that a problem with some projects was the public's lack of
awareness of increased enforcement efforts (Lynn, 1985). Publicatioms
on selective enforcement indicate that the optimal selective enforcement
project would enhance the public perception that violations of the law
have a high probability of being detected by the police (National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration [NHTSA], 1972; Ross, 1981). This
can only be achieved through publicity and a reputation developed over
time (NHTSA, 1972).

A second element found among some of the more successful projects
was that many received more funds per registered vehicle than other
localities (Sharkey, 1986). Hence, it may be that the.,size of a grant
relative to the size of locality and the size of the problem is more
important than its absolute size. However, the evaluation of alcohol
selective enforcement projects indicates that projects must be properly
planned and implemented in addition to receiving adequate funding.

Finally, projects which were evaluated as being effective tended to
target specific roads for project activities (Lynn, 1985; Sharkey, 1986;
Sharkey & Stoke, 1985; Stoke, Atkins, & Caudell, 1985). Other writings
document that site-specific projects are more effective than projects
which do not target specific locations (Griffin & Hatfield, 1981; NHTSA,
1972). Yet targeting specific roadways is only one step toward elim-
inating the serious crash problems of a locality. It is also desirable
that well-chosen times be targeted for selective enforcement projects.
Figure 1, which displays the frequency of personal injury crashes for
1985 for each of the 168 hours of the week, shows that crashes are not
evenly distributed throughout the week (Virginia Department of Motor
Vehicles, 1986). Rather, there are certain days and times at which
crashes seem to occur more frequently. Trends such as these should be
reviewed when considering any potential selective enforcement project.
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CONCLUSIONS

The evaluation of previous selective enforcement projects makes it
quite clear that the current system needs to be changed. This report
has sought to find ways of changing the selective enforcement planning
and implementation process so that those concerned with traffic safety
will be better able to have an impact on reducing crash problems.

From reviewing previous evaluations, the author concludes that
Figure 2 outlines the proper process of planning, funding, and
implementing selective enforcement projects. Perhaps in years past
there was enough money to make detailed planning unnecessary. However,
since monies are now scarce, targeting them to combat the most
pronounced problems has become of paramount importance. This can only
be accomplished through proper planning. Data are available to
determine which localities have the most pronounced crash problems;
however, these data must be used. Reasonable objectives need to be set.
A well-thought-out implementation plan needs to be developed through a
cooperative effort of state and local officials. Finally, adequate
site-specific and time-specific crash and activity data must be
collected in order to determine whether a selective enforcement project
has had an impact.
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