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Abstract  

What road rules are we unsure about? What effect does this have on driver behaviour?  Road user 

interactions highly indicative of problems sharing the road, and likely road rule transgressions, are 

implicated in many crashes in NSW. This raises the questions: Do road users need to be made 

aware of the road safety benefits of abiding by road rules? Does there need to be more education 

about road rules? The NSW Centre for Road Safety recognised there was a need to address these 

issues after introducing a raft of minor changes to road rules in November 2012 which brought the 

state in line with national road rule changes. Significant feedback from the community, for several 

weeks after the changes came in, revealed many road users didn't understand the current road rules 

and that there needed to be more targeted information for the public in this area. In 2013 the Centre 

for Road Safety released a list of Top Ten Misunderstood Road Rules. The top ten were part of a 

publication launched with a new Road Rules Awareness Week initiative which started on 4 

February 2013. The top ten list was also distributed through media channels with more than 12,000 

people voting, on the Sydney Morning Herald website, on the road rule they misunderstood the 

most. Road Rules Awareness Week will continue every year in the first week of February to keep 

road rules top of mind each year. During this week the Centre for Road Safety encourages people to 

phone their call centre to clarify any road rule they don't understand. This campaign started a much 

needed conversation about road rules, particularly for motorists who have been driving for many 

years and have forgotten or have not been made aware of significant changes. It was also an 

opportunity for the Centre for Road Safety to gather valuable information about road user behaviour 

for future campaigns, while engaging the community at the same time. 

Introduction 

On 1 November 2012 Transport for NSW’s Centre for Road Safety did what most other states had 

done around the country with very little fanfare. They introduced changes to road rules, which 

brought the state in line with the Australian Road Rules. Most of the changes were insignificant but 

were put in place to better explain the intent of the original road rules and highlighted some road 

safety risks. Other rules, such as new conditions for mobile phone use while driving, were more 

significant and public interest in this area was anticipated with earlier media coverage on the new 

mobile phone laws arranged before the laws were introduced. 

A Changes to Road Rules Brochure was published online, distributed in registries, and advertised 

on radio and in newspapers. A media release was also arranged to point motorists in the right 

direction for more information on the changes. 

Within hours of the media release being distributed, journalists from radio, television and 

newspapers were calling for interviews and the correspondence from the public started pouring in 

on what would become one of the hottest topics of the year for road safety in NSW: What are the 

road rules?  

Talk back radio went on for days with callers not asking about the changes to rules, but about rules 

that weren’t changing at all and rules that had existed for more than 20 years. 

They included: 
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• What are the rules at a roundabout?  

• When do I indicate to exit a roundabout? 

• Do I have to give way to a pedestrian at a roundabout? 

• Do I have to give way to pedestrians when turning a corner? 

• When can I stay in the right lane? 

The amendments to the mobile phone laws meant motorists would need a cradle if they wanted to 

touch their phone in the car.  These were queried significantly on the first day they were introduced 

but the debate and confusion about what people were actually allowed to do while driving in a 

string of scenarios continued. 

Several public clarifications had to be made because the media, who were briefed on the changes, 

were also incorrectly reporting on the road rules and giving the wrong advice to motorists. 

The Road User Handbook, which many members of the community relied on had also grown in size 

over the years and had become more technical. There needed to be a clearer definition and it was 

needed quickly. With approximately 4.9 million licence holders in NSW, confusion about rules was 

a road safety risk as motorists were using ‘their own’ rules in their everyday driving experience. 

Vision and Action 

Based on the feedback received from the community it was clear that a different approach was 

needed to reconnect with motorists in this space. 

Road user interactions highly indicative of problems sharing the road, and likely road rule 

transgressions, are implicated in many crashes in NSW. 

It is not clear how much poor knowledge of road rules contributes to this figure but good practice 

on the roads depends on confidence on the road.  It is not only an important road safety issue, it 

flows onto increased congestion even if it is a minor crash from road rule confusion. In the worst 

cases, some of our most vulnerable road users such as pedestrians were at risk due to a deficit of 

knowledge of the give way rules. 

To tackle the road rules issue in the community, the Centre for Road Safety had to develop a 

communications plan that was going to: 

• engage motorists 

• respond to their most significant concerns 

• keep new and older drivers interested in learning and refreshing their memory of the road 

rules 

• use our stakeholder channels to communicate the correct road rules as broadly as possible. 

 
The communication and engagement with the public also needed to move on from the confusion 

that had been created during November 2012 when the Changes to Road Rules brochure was 

released and the focus needed to turn to the fundamental road rules motorists were having problems 

with. 

To define the top road rule issues hundreds of letters from the public, media reports and feedback 

from key stakeholders such as the NSW Police Force, Roads and Maritime Services and the NRMA 

were collated by the Centre for Road Safety and assessed.  
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Prioritising the issues helped the Centre for Road Safety develop NSW’s first Top Ten 

Misunderstood Road Rules guide which explained new and old road rules in a simple top ten list 

with diagrams. (See Annexure A.)  

It included the rules on: 

1.   Roundabouts 

2.   Giving way to pedestrians when turning  

3.   Mobile phones  

4.   Merging  

5.   Keeping left 

6.   Using headlights and fog lights  

7.   U-turns 

8.   Safe following distances  

9.   School zones 

10.  Yellow traffic lights 

 
However creating the top ten list for distribution needed to be supported with an awareness 

campaign which encouraged motorists to take action. 

In February 2013 the Centre for Road Safety launched the inaugural Road Rules Awareness Week. 

This week was designed to start the conversation about road rules again and raise awareness about 

road rules every year so that education remains top of mind not only when motorists apply for their 

licence. 

As part of road rules awareness week we invited all road users to phone the RMS call centre to 

clarify rules they were unsure about and this was heavily advertised during the week. 

Results 

Getting results in this area meant turning the debate around from confusion to clarity and 

encouraging our customers (NSW road users) to ask about road rules if they don’t understand them. 

It was also about acknowledging that road rules are not easy to digest and need explaining. This 

required significant media coverage and media and community accessibility to subject matter 

experts on the topic. 

Media activity (See Annexure 2) 

The media coverage following the announcement of Road Rules Awareness week included: 

• 6 TV stories (Channel 7 News and Channel 10 News in Sydney and four Prime TV regional 

stations). 

• 29 print stories, including The Daily Telegraph, Sydney Morning Herald, Newcastle Herald 

and Wagga Daily Advertiser (Wagga is the state’s largest inland city). 

• 56 radio mentions, including lengthy interviews with Centre for Road Safety General 

Manager Marg Prendergast on ABC Sydney, 2UE, 2GB and ABC Illawarra. On 2UE Marg 

took calls from motorists for an hour explaining the road rules. 

• Online a Sydney Morning Herald poll asked motorist to vote on which Top Ten rule they 

believed was the most misunderstood. More than 12,000 people voted. The results showed 

rules about keeping left were most misunderstood with roundabouts coming second. 

• An article also featured in the NRMA’s Open Road Magazine and on the NRMA’s website.  

The magazine is distributed to NRMA’s membership of 2.4 million.   
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Website downloads 

The media activity during Road Rules Awareness Week encouraged road users to visit the RMS 

website to download the Top 10 Guide or Road User Handbook. From February 4-10, those two 

documents and the changes to the road rules that were announced in November were downloaded 

9,612 times (Top 10 – 4,432 downloads, Handbook – 3,290 downloads, November changes – 1,890 

downloads). 

In six months since the launch of Road Rules Awareness Week, more than 40,000 Top Ten 

Misunderstood guides have been distributed. 

Call centre activity 

Activity through the RMS call centre increased during the week with roundabouts the major topic 

of enquiry and many callers mentioning the Top 10 Guide and related media discussion as their 

reason for calling. 

Coverage map 

The below map demonstrates the geographical spread of the media outlets that ran stories on the 

topic. There was strong coverage received throughout the state, including all major regional centres 

as well as the state’s far north, south and west. 

Map showing media coverage during Road Rules Awareness Week and the release of the Top Ten 

Misunderstood Road Rules. 
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Community Engagement 

To engage the public during road Rules Awareness Week the Centre for Road Safety had a team 

quiz for more than 50 people on road rules in the Sydney CBD. The correct answers are highlighted 

in yellow. 

The percentage of correct answers for each question is shown in the quiz below and demonstrates 

the need to continue raising road rules awareness. 

1. If turning at an intersection are you required to give way to pedestrians? (Correct: 83%) 

(a) Yes, a driver turning right or left must give way to any pedestrian crossing the road 

the driver is entering 

(b) Yes, only if turning left 

(c) Yes, only if turning right 

 

2. When entering a school zone, you should drive at: (Correct 63%) 

(a) 60km/h 

(b) 40km/h 

(c) 20km/h 

 

3. If there are no lanes marked on the road, you should drive: (Correct 80%) 

 

(a) Near to the left-hand side of the road 

(b) Anywhere on your side of the road 

(c)  Along the middle of the road 

 

4. Can you make a U-turn at traffic lights? (Correct 71%) 

(a) Yes, any time 

(b) Only if there is a U-turn permitted sign 

(c)  No, never  

 

5. When you wish to turn left at a roundabout you indicate: (Correct 80%) 

(a) Left from start to finish 

(b) Only if you think it necessary 

(c)   Left only after you enter the roundabout 

 

6. When you see flashing lights on the back of a bus, what do you do? (Correct 40%) 

(a) Drive carefully at no more than 40 km/h 

(b) Overtake the bus only while the lights are flashing 

(c) Stop and wait for the lights to stop flashing 

 

7. You wish to go straight ahead on a roundabout with two lanes. Which lane may you use? 

(Correct 80%) 

(a) Either lane 

(b) Left lane only 

(c)  Right lane only 

 

8. What should you do when approaching traffic lights which change from green to yellow? 

(Correct 83%) 

(a) Stop at the stop line unless you are so close that sudden or sharp braking might cause 

an accident 

(b) Speed up to clear the intersection before the lights change to red 
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(c)  Stop, only if a red light camera is in use 

 

9. You are driving at night with your headlights on high beam. When should you dip your 

headlights? (Correct 80%) 

(a) When within 200 metres of the vehicle ahead or an oncoming one 

(b) When within 200 metres of an oncoming vehicle only 

(c) Never, you are allowed to drive with your lights on high beam at all times 

 

10. When do you have to indicate left to exit a roundabout? (Correct 50%) 

(a) When going left only 

(b) When going left, right and straight ahead – if practical 

(c) When going right only 

 

Conclusion 

The journey of engaging road users and keeping them interested in road rules is a continuous one. 

The reason there is so much confusion in the community is not only because the rules haven’t been 

explained well but because people either have not refreshed their memory or paid attention to 

changes over the years. 

Every year Road Rules Awareness Week will be a major part of road safety education to help tackle 

this problem. Encouraging feedback from the community and evaluating that feedback will ensure 

we are targeting the right areas of concern and subsequently reducing the number of poor road user 

interactions on our roads. 

 


