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Abstract 
 
When a loved one is lost in a crash, mourners often place roadside memorials to help with their 
grieving process but the placing of memorials has raised many questions about the impact the 
memorials themselves have on road safety. The two main views are that memorials either reduce 
road safety by distracting drivers or improve road safety by warning other drivers to proceed 
carefully. This paper collected and examined data relating to the effects of roadside memorials 
to allow for better informed policy to improve road safety.   
 
Responses to the driver questionnaire revealed that the majority of drivers preferred an 
“informal allow” policy. Even those strongly opposed to memorial use acknowledged the 
importance of the memorials for the grieving process.  Responses from agencies surveyed 
indicated that road agencies in Alberta generally do not have a policy. This is largely attributed 
to the sensitive nature of the subject and the political issues.   
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1.0 Introduction 

 
Every year in Canada the lives of almost 3,000 motorists are claimed while traveling on our road 
network (Transport Canada, 2004). These fatalities are often received with great shock as road 
users by and large perceive driving to be a safe activity. As families mourn these losses, they 
often place memorials by the roadside to mark the spots where their loved ones died to warn 
others of potential dangers and to have an earthly connection with the deceased vehicle 
occupants (Clark and Cheshire, 2003). These deep feelings of loss are understandable, but at the 
same time road authorities have to decide if the benefits of the memorials by the roadside exceed 
the potential risks of driver distraction with further collisions resulting.   

Road authorities often oppose memorials citing distraction as the main danger. Other factors 
often cited include memorial visitors stopping at the roadside and the increased awareness of the 
number of fatalities may lead some to question about what actions are being taken to improve the 
safety situation (Madigan, 2003). This heated and emotional debate is further aggravated by the 
fact that many of the reasons for not having memorials are in many cases judgements without 
basis on scientific evidence.  

On all sides of this issue, the concept of roadside memorials either distracting or informing 
drivers of potential danger is raised over and over. Surprisingly, no studies were found in the 
literature directly evaluating the effect of roadside memorials on drivers, in terms of distraction, 
behaviour or collisions. Collins and Rhine (2003) informally corresponded with state 
departments of transportation; the result was a list of issues with no rankings or relative 
importance discussed. Although the motivations and attitudes of those who place roadside 
memorials have been studied by Collins and Rhine (2003), little attention has been devoted to 
examining the attitudes and beliefs of road agencies and drivers.    

Use of memorials to mark the location of a traffic fatality is not limited to North America and 
increased use of roadside memorials for motor vehicle fatalities has also been noted in the last 15 
years in Australia, New Zealand, Europe and South America (Clark and Cheshire, 2004; Hartig 
and Dunn, 1998; Clark and Franzmann, 2006; Transit NZ, 2007; Transport for London [TfL], 
2007; Tudela, 2007). In the literature, this increase in memorialization has been attributed firstly 
to the increased exposure of memorials through media and popular culture such as the Princess 
Diana memorial, and secondly to the deritualization of death and the need to mourn and grieve 
the loss of a loved one (Collins and Rhine, 2003; Santino, 2006).  

Memorial policy is significant to road safety because the use of memorials helps grieving 
loved ones, and at the same time if employed correctly may also help the driving public 
understand the objective risk of driving and promote safer driving. Without a foundation in 
theory and evidence, however, future policy regarding roadside memorial use may not be 
optimum. On the one hand, it may endanger drivers if driver distraction is significant and 
memorials are allowed. On the other hand, it may reduce driver safety if they do slow drivers but 
are not permitted on the roadsides. By having a better understanding of the intent of policy and 
the behaviour of drivers adjacent to roadside memorials, a safer road system can be provided by 
the informed use of memorials. Although the intent of most memorial policies is often to 
improve road safety, without a good understanding of their effects, the memorials policy may 
inadvertently be reducing safety.   
For this reason, the focus of this project will be to interview road agencies and drivers in Alberta 
to obtain a better understanding of drivers' perception and agencies views on memorials. The 
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alignment of these views will result in a more effective policy with the aim of improving road 
safety. A summary of these views will be presented in the next two sections, followed by a 
description of the methodology used in this study to gather the views and perceptions of both 
transport agencies and drivers. The results of the survey are discussed next while the final section 
provides some concluding remarks. 

 
2.0 Views and policies of road agencies 

 
Road agencies have the difficult task of balancing legislation, safety and road maintenance, and 
allowing the family and friends of road fatality victims to grieve. Because the subject is so 
emotional and the public holds divergent views on the subject, there is no general consensus on 
what the best action to take is. As a result, each agency generally has its own policy.  

Canadian provincial policies are listed in Table 1 illustrating the variation among similar 
agencies (LAO, 2004; AB IT, 2006; ON MOT, 2006; BC MOT, 2007; MB TGS, 2005; NS 
TPW, 2006; SK HT, 2001; NU, 2007; NL TW, 2007; NT, 2007). While the table of policies is 
by no means comprehensive in terms of possible policies, it illustrates the many approaches 
adopted when dealing with roadside memorial use and placement. It also reveals the difficulty 
road authorities face when establishing policy, or in some cases, the reluctance to establish a 
policy due to the highly emotional nature of the subject and opposing views held by the public.1   
  

Table 1 
Provincial policy regarding roadside memorials 

 
Canadian Province Roadside Memorial Policy 
British Columbia Formally allow 
Alberta Formal policy, use discouraged, not enforced 
Saskatchewan Formal policy, temporary placement 
Manitoba Formal allow policy, with guidelines and standards 
Ontario Sensitivity guidelines, MADD standard memorials 
Quebec No formal policy 
New Brunswick No formal policy, informally allow 
Nova Scotia Formal disallow policy, MADD standard memorials 
Prince Edward Island No formal policy 
Newfoundland No formal policy, informally allow 
Yukon Provincial guidelines regarding sensitivity and safety 
NW Territories No policy 
Nunavut No policy 

 
 Collins and Rhine (2003) suggested, based on personal communications with state 

Departments of Transportation, that the main issues for road authorities are maintenance, safety, 
visual blight, and church-state conflicts. However, the relative importance of these factors was 
                                                
1  For examples, see Calgary Herald, 8/5/2008; Edmonton Journal, 10/5/2008; City TV News, Calgary on 

10/5/2008; Calgary Sun, 10/9/2008; CBC News Saskatchewan, 23/7/2008 ; CTV News Edmonton, 6/9/2008; 
Daily Gleaner, Fredericton, 16/9/2008; Times Colonist, 16/10/2008; Daily Herald, Prince Albert, 27/7/2008, 
numerous radio spots across Canada. 
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not determined. Although many state DOTs were contacted, no information was provided on the 
policy adopted because many were in the process of developing a policy. Their observations 
identified mowing operations within the road right of way and new construction projects as 
maintenance issues creating both a hazard to workers and lost time to work around the 
memorials. Safety issues identified included rear end collision involvement of drivers stopping at 
a memorial, driver distraction and the potential of memorials being fixed objects. Finally, since 
the main structure of memorials is often a simple cross (Reid and Reid, 2001) which is a 
religious symbol for some segments of the population, they may result in some state-church 
complications for policy makers.  

Collins and Rhine (2003) discredited the distraction issue stating that drivers are more likely 
to be distracted by billboards than the memorials in their study since they were generally only 
about one to three feet tall and about one and a half feet wide. They also noted from their site 
visits residents may have been unaware of local memorials until the authors pointed them out. 
Visual blight was considered as an ongoing problem usually as the result of vandalism of 
memorials rather than the initial condition.    
 

3.0 Views of driving public and grieving family or friends 
 
Collins and Rhine (2003) conducted a survey of the bereaved to identify their purpose in placing 
the memorials. From the study, they found that the vast majority of memorials are placed for the 
young, with an average age of seventeen, whose deaths are considered unexpected, traumatic and 
unprecedented, and placed by those in their early thirties. These findings were confirmed in 
Australia by Ware (2004), who added that the reason for this focus on the young is the need to 
memorialize those who were lost suddenly and unexpectedly.    

Collins and Rhine (2003) also found that the location of the death was more important than 
the memorial itself and that the purpose of the memorial was to mark the place which they now 
considered sacred as well as to keep the deceased’s memory alive. Consistent with this finding, 
Reid and Reid (2001) stated that simply knowing that there was a memorial gave comfort to a 
mother of a collision victim although she had never visited the site. However, the respondents in 
Collins and Rhine (2003) study stated that their desire to return to the place where their loved 
ones expired or departed was the reason for the placement of the memorial. Warning of fellow 
motorists was found to be an afterthought, though in some cases perhaps a secondary rationale 
for justifying the placement of the memorial.  

Despite the fact that all previous studies found crosses to be the  predominant structure 
chosen for memorials, Collins and Rhine (2003) found that the expression of faith ranked low on 
the purposes of memorial, indicating that the religious symbol that causes controversy is in most 
cases not a religious expression, but a culturally integrated part of the memorials. This finding 
supports the use of standard memorials which could potentially reduce religious conflicts.  

The views of the travelling public are under represented in the literature, but an internet 
search revealed many returns of postings regarding memorials. Opinions voiced in these forums 
ranged from approval, that they make people think and slow down, to strong opposition, stating 
that the place for memorials is in a grave yard, that they are eyesores, and why do we 
memorialize those who drive dangerously and kill themselves? (Plastic, 2006) With the broad 
spectrum of views found in these posts, it is clear why policy makers may be reluctant to 
establish a policy in the absence of clear support.  
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4.0 Roadside Memorial Survey Methodology 
To understand the intentions of municipalities and the driving public, two questionnaires 

were developed to gather their views and perceptions on roadside memorials (see Figures 1 and 
2). The information collected will help agencies to develop memorial use strategies that are 
aligned with drivers' attitudes and improve road safety. Responses to the statements about 
roadside memorials were collected using the common Likert scale and coded using the standard 
"Strongly Disagree" = 1 and "Strongly Agree" = 5.  

 
Figure 1 

Driver questionnaire  
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Figure 2 
Municipal questionnaire  

 

 
  
In addition to their perceptions of roadside memorials, information on the respondents' 

gender and age were also collected. Finally, respondents' views on memorial policy were 
solicited. Note that the policies presented to both groups are the same, allowing for direct 
comparison of policy types. Similarly the most likely concerns of municipalities are present on 
both questionnaires to allow comparison of views between groups. Participation in the survey 
was strictly voluntary and the survey was approved by the Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics 
Board at the University of Calgary.  

The driver questionnaires were administered between September 2006 and February 2007 to 
a total of 361 respondents. For convenience, most of the respondents were drawn from first year 
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students in a local university. Although younger than the general driving population, they are 
typically over represented in injury and fatality collisions and also are the people most often 
memorialized. All respondents were given the choice of not completing the questionnaire, but 
there were none who declined; this is likely due to the fact that it was a personal atmosphere and 
that this is a topic of interest to them. The drivers confirmed that they had not placed or added to 
memorials to ensure that the responses represented the general public. 

Municipalities in Alberta were contacted by e-mail after compiling a list of all contacts from 
the municipal profiles maintained by Alberta Municipal Affairs. The initial email out was sent to 
351 municipalities on September 29, 2006. Between the initial mail out and the first reminder 79 
responses were received, 23 declining the questionnaire feeling their municipalities were too 
small. After the first reminder, the total responses increased to 150, with 82 completed 
questionnaires. The use of e-mail send out was efficient due to geographical separation and costs 
of printing and postage.  

Respondent characteristics for the two questionnaires are presented in Figure 3. Note that the 
driver sample is a convenient sample that consists of mostly university students. For the agency 
survey, the response rate is 55% if we consider only those who completed or declined. This is a 
very high response rate but it does not mean there is no self selection bias. Therefore, care should 
be exercised in generalizing the results although there is no reason to expect that their views will 
be biased. Additionally, the sample represents mainly urban drivers who may have different 
attitudes than rural drivers. 

  
Figure 3 

Respondent characteristics  
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5.0 Discussion of Results 
 
The first question on both questionnaires is which policy municipalities have or which drivers 
think is best. Municipalities in Alberta largely have no policy (n=73) but one municipality 
reported allowing standard memorials, one reported allowing under special circumstances, five 
unofficially allow memorials and two unofficially disallow memorials. The views of drivers 
regarding policy choice show a larger variation of accepted policies. The policy preferences for 
the two questionnaires are presented in Figure 4.  

 
Figure 4 

Reported policy or policy preference  
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A summary of drivers' perceptions of roadside memorials are presented in Table 2 while the 

tally and statistical results of the municipalities' responses are presented in Table 3. Many 
respondents did not respond to question 2 as it refers to the current policy and many reported not 
having a policy. The responses to the question of policy illustrate the diverse views the public 
holds and this variation in opinions may dissuade municipalities from establishing a policy. Of 
note in the responses of drivers is that the strict no roadside memorial policy is preferred over the 
unofficially allow policy. While the results are not surprising, not many people are in support of 
removing memorials, it is surprising that there were two municipalities that have this policy. 
Drivers preferred standardized memorials with officially allowing them as a close second choice. 
Overall, driver support for the use of memorials is positive. Hence, if memorials are proven to 
improve safety they should be well received by drivers.  
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Table 2 
Driver responses and statistics  
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Table 3 
Municipality responses and statistics  

 

 
  

Drivers were also asked about their attitudes and reactions to roadside memorial with respect 
to their own driving. There were 26 drivers who reported that memorials were important or very 
important in influencing their choice of speed (question 2d, 2k & 2l). This result suggests that the 
presence of a memorial is likely to reduce the speed of 7% of drivers.  Similarly using questions 
2p, 2q and 2s, there were 29 drivers, or 8%, who are expected to drive more cautiously in 
response to a memorial. To address the issue of distraction, questions 2n, 2i, and 2t were used to 
represent a negative case where the driver is tense or agitated. Of the 361 respondents, there were 
11 whose responses indicate that they will be distracted by the memorial. Municipalities strongly 
agreed that the presence of memorials distract drivers (mean=3.89), while drivers reported not 
being distracted (mean=2.63) and thinking about their driving (mean=3.24) indicating a positive 
distraction.  

The question of memorials being an eyesore was relatively neutral (mean=3.17) from 
municipalities with a relatively large standard deviation, while drivers (mean=2.07) disagreed 
that they are an eyesore, with the mode response that drivers strongly disagreed. The grieving 
process was mildly acknowledged by municipalities (mean=3.53) while drivers gave the 
memorials more credit for this purpose (mean=3.70) and disagreed that people should grieve 
privately.  

The perceived safety of the road was viewed differently by the two groups, drivers agreeing 
(mean=3.2, mode=4) that they perceived the road to be less safe while municipalities disagreed 
with this statement (mean=2.68). In terms of risk compensation, as discussed by Peltzman 
(1975), this may result in a positive safety effect; if drivers perceive that the road is less safe, 
drivers may drive safer to maintain their comfortable perceived level of risk. Risk compensation 
theory suggests that when drivers are presented a safer roadway they will adapt (increase) their 
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driving ‘intensity’ to achieve the desired level of risk (Peltzman, 1975).  
  

6.0 Concluding Remarks 
 
This project is significant to road safety because the use of memorials helps grieving loved ones, 
and at the same time, if employed correctly, may also help the driving public understand the 
objective risk of driving and promote safer driving. Without a foundation in theory and evidence, 
however, future policy regarding memorial use may endanger drivers in the case where 
distraction is evident and memorials are present, or may be reducing driver safety in the case 
where drivers would slow down but memorials are not present.   

Roadside memorials are now a common sight along our streets and highways, but without a 
scientific understanding of the effects of these features we may be inadvertently reducing the 
level of safety provided to road users. By understanding the foundation of driver beliefs, the use 
of memorials can be modified to carry the greatest weight with the intended audience.  

The objective of this investigation was to explore policy preferences and the effect of 
memorials on driver behaviour and the following was found:  

 • Memorials likely to slow some drivers  
 • Memorials likely to make some drivers more cautious  
 • Memorials may distract some drivers  
 • Drivers prefer policy supporting memorial use  

Overall, drivers appeared to support roadside memorials and reported more positive influences 
than negative effects.  

One of the limitations of this study is the reliance on self reported attitudes and behaviours 
which are not necessarily representative of actual behaviour. In addition, these findings may not 
hold in other jurisdictions due to the sample selection and other socioeconomic factors. Also, 
since the respondents for the driver questionnaire were primarily urban residents, they may not 
represent the views of rural drivers. Future research of actual traffic behaviors (before and after 
speed and following distance study) and collisions in response to roadside memorials (before and 
after collision analysis), both of which are underway by the authors, will improve our 
understanding of how memorials affect road safety. The continued application of statistical 
methods to the relevant data is the key to expanding the understanding of these controversial and 
political road features.  
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