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Reducing Irritation during Daily Commute

For those in the workforce, a daily round-trip commute is a necessary part of life.  Unlike other forms of driving that may be pleasurable, such as amateur track racing, or relaxing, such as a ride through the countryside, one typically has little option as to the route or timing of the daily commute to work.  In the case of the individual in this paper, “Bob”, the daily commute is a driving evolution that is utilitarian only.  Further, Bob has developed a mindset that given this characteristic of the morning commute; the time spent in this evolution should be as little as possible. Given this mindset, Bob has become very intolerant of any delays during the commute, particularly if this delay is attributed to the driving habits of one of the fellow commuters.  Two manifestations of this intolerance have emerged.  First, Bob has developed a habit of vocalizing to the other drivers.  They never hear him, although they may possibly see his irritation.  Second, although always staying under the posted speed limits, he will make numerous lane changes and maneuvers, in an effort to complete the commute as early as possible.  Bob has self-identified these characteristics and has decided to seek assistance in modifying this behavior. The goal of this behavior modification plan is to reduce this aggressive behavior during the driving commutes.  The plan contains essentially four phases; initial interviews, behavior analysis, behavior modification, and results.

Initial Interviews

The following background information was collected through personal interviews with the target of our behavior analysis plan, Bob.  Bob enjoys driving, in fact automobiles and amateur track racing is a personal hobby.  He has enjoyed cars virtually all of his life.  He perceives himself to be a good driver, and understands the difference between the track and the street, and does not attempt to race, and rarely drives in excess of the speed limit while driving off track.  The aggressive driving habit observed has been a long-standing behavior, however is usually only demonstrated when driving alone during a commute to work.  This type of behavior is only rarely demonstrated during other types of driving, or while others are in the car.   Observations by others during these rare times, prompted Bob’s self-observation of the behavior, and motivated him to participate in this behavior modification process.  The specific observed behaviors targeted by this behavior modification plan are (a) numerous maneuvers, without speeding, in an attempt to get through the traffic more quickly, and (b) pointless vocalizations, directed at but not spoken to, the other drivers regarding Bob’s perceptions of how they are driving. Dialog with Bob revealed the following information regarding his perceptions of his commuting driving habits.  Commuting, unlike Bob’s preferred driving evolutions, pleasure trips or track events, is perceived as a utilitarian evolution.  Accordingly Bob feels strongly that this driving evolution does nothing more than take time spent doing other things, either at work or at home.  This belief motivates him to complete the commute in the fastest way safely achievable.  This desire, to commute as fast as safely achievable is also likely the source of a non-specific tension that creates irritation.  The motivation to “get through traffic” expressed by Bob during verbal interviews was the motivation for excessive maneuvering in traffic.  Bob received positive reinforcement of this behavior based upon his perception that this maneuvering enabled him to follow the relatively fasted “path” through the traffic during the commute.  It’s also important to note at this point that Bob does not tailgate, nor cut aggressively in front of other drivers, and in fact this type of behavior tends to elicit from him the second vocalization response noted above.  He is very sensitive towards this type of behavior in others and doesn’t perceive, nor has he been observed, doing this himself.   The second behavior, the vocalization, seemingly occurs, Bob perceives, as a stress relief, and is normally in response to dangerous driving on the part of a fellow commuter, or driving behavior that is perceived by Bob to slow the commute.  When asked about possible reinforcement of this vocalization behavior, it was felt the only reinforcement was a slight stress reducer, while doing little harm.  When further questioned, about negative consequences of this behavior, Bob did acknowledge that this behavior likely increased his tension rather than decreasing.  Since Bob is always alone when this behavior is manifested he agreed to assist in both the development of the behavior modification plan, including the collection of initial observation data, and the data collected during the behavior modification phase.  This modification program was designed to include an observation phase of four weeks, which provided 40 different commute opportunities, 20 mornings and 20 evening.  Further, based upon initial observations, it included a 4-week modification plan, which would include the same number of commutes.  Bob agreed that he would conduct initial observations as honestly as possible, but couldn’t guarantee that there would be no self-modification during this phase, given his motivation to modify the behavior. Bob used a yellow sticky note, depicted in Figure 1, to collect daily data, initially during the behavior observation phase, and subsequently during the behavior modification phase, and would indicate with a tic mark under the appropriate antecedent category each occurrence of the respective target behavior.  Bob presented the yellow sticky notes to his wife following each commute, and received positive feedback for each completed note.  The first week of behavior observations determined that the significant antecedents to both the maneuvering and the vocalization behaviors fell into five categories; (a) slow driver, (b) slow general traffic, (c) erratic driver, (d) unusual hurry (Bob), and (e) unusual stress (Bob).  Table 1 represents the frequency of occurrence of the maneuvering or lane changing behavior.  Table 2 represents the same information for the vocalization behavior.  Table 3 shows the weekly commute time averages.  These data were deemed important in that Bob, through conversation, perceived a quicker commute time as a positive reinforcer of, at least, the maneuvering behavior.  The table collates data that were collected based upon the observation data that Bob collected during the first four weeks of behavior observation.  The data is collated weekly with respect to morning or evening commute, and by the type of antecedent or trigger to the observed behavior, either a relatively aggressive lane change, or a vocalization to the other driver.  The antecedents collated into several groupings, (a) slow driver in the way, (b) erratic or dangerous driving by the other driver, (c) heavy traffic, (d) Bob high stress, (e) Bob in unusual hurry.  Figures 1 and 2 represent these data in line graphs which ease the interpretation of the data over the period of the observation and modification phases of this effort.  All tables and figures are marked to show the period of time, the first four weeks, of initial observation; and the last four weeks during which behavior modifications were in place.
Behavior Modification Plan

The intent of the behavior modification plan was to minimize the frequency of the both excessive maneuvering and private vocalizations to other drivers during both the morning and evening commutes to work.  Initial analysis of the data from the observation phase yielded several prospective methods of behavior modification.  As seen in the initial stages of the data collection, and through continued dialog with Bob, the mere act of logging the observed antecedents to the target behaviors indicated that awareness and tracking of the behaviors in and of themselves provided a degree of behavior modification.  As a point of fact, Bob indicated that the yellow sticky note itself provided a visual reminder which heightened awareness of the target behaviors.  Second an incompatible positive behavior was substituted for the behavior response of maneuvering.  Whenever Bob demonstrated the excessive maneuvering behavior he agreed to safely change lanes to the far right-hand lane and remain there, irrespective of the behavior of other drivers, provided the lane remained safe.  Initially Bob indicated that this enforced behavior was perceived as a punishment, punishment II due the removal of the option of maneuvering (Ormrod, 2004).   Specifically targeting the vocalization behavior, Bob agreed to confess to his spouse the daily number of vocalizations that occurred.  This response cost in Bob’s opinion would be a powerful motivator for a quieter behavior as during the few times that Bob had exhibited this behavior with others in the car, it had been an intense topic of discussion between he and his wife.  Though not a specific behavior modifier, the logging of average commute times during the observation period challenged Bob’s perception of shorter commute times as a reinforcing reward of the maneuvering behavior.  
Results

Figure 3 reveals that the average commute time is independent of either target behavior.  This proved to be quite a revelation for Bob, in that his long-standing perception was that his maneuvering significantly reduced his commute time.  The empirical evidence to the contrary effectively removed the most significant reward to this behavior.  Of note was the relative comparison between morning and evening commutes.  Both target behaviors were less frequent during the morning commute during the observation phase and exhibited more resistance to modification during the behavior modification phase.  Evening commutes proved to contain a significantly higher number of both target occurrences, and also yielded higher reductions during the modification phase.  During both phases, the antecedents of slow drivers or slow traffic prompted the most significant number of the maneuvering or vocalization behaviors.  Both of these antecedents were effectively removed during the behavior modification phase with the imposition of the imposed alternative behavior of single-lane commute, although slow drivers proved to be the most challenging antecedent in which to maintain the modified behavior.  Given the relatively personal nature of vocalizations, this behavior also showed the highest correlation with slow drivers, but also with relative stress.  Again, the evening commute yielded the highest relative number of these vocalizations.  There were initial significant reduction is both target behaviors roughly half the way through the initial observation phase, attributed to increased awareness of the behavior according to dialog with Bob.  During the later stages of the behavior modification both behaviors indicated a slight rebound, however in all cases remained below initial levels.
Conclusion

In summary the objectives of the behavior modification plan were successfully achieved.  Both of the target behaviors, maneuvering and vocalizations were reduced from the levels observed during initial data collection.  Based upon analysis of the data and dialog with Bob, the modification plan was successful for three main reasons.  First, Bob’s heightened awareness necessitated by the mere act of observing and recording the behavior led to self-regulation even prior to any formal modifications to behavior.  Second, based on empirical observation of commute times, a powerful reward reinforcer for the maneuvering behavior was removed.  Bob could clearly see that the perceived reward of shorter commute times just wasn’t there, morning or evening.  This reward also indirectly reduced the vocalizations in that they were most often directed at an antecedent that Bob perceived was slowing his commute, when in point of fact, they had little or no impact on the time of the commute at all.  Additionally according to dialog with Bob, the resilience of the commute time also removed commute-induced stress, often associated with the vocalizations.  Finally, the alternative behavior of commuting in a single lane essentially took the matter out of Bob’s control, further reducing any motivation for either maneuvering or vocalization, as they no longer had any impact on the commute time.   As a post-note to the behavior modification plan, Bob, although no longer recording data maintains the yellow sticky note on the dash as a reminder of the process.  The most lasting awareness however was the empirical data which intellectually demonstrated to Bob that irrespective of either target behavior the time of the commute would be roughly the same.
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Table 1

Weekly Frequency of Antecedents to Maneuvering Behavior
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Table 2

Weekly Frequency of Antecedents to Vocalizations Behavior
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Slow driver in lane 3 2 4 0 0 2 0 1 8 11 7 2 1 2 1 2

General slow traffic 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 2 0 1 0

Other driver erratic 2 3 1 1 2 2 0 0 7 9 9 3 2 5 1 2

Unusual hurry 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0

Unusual Stress 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 2 6 2 4 0 2 1 0

Total 6 6 5 1 2 4 2 1 17 27 19 9 5 9 4 4

To Work From Work

Antecedents to Behavior A (vocalizations)


Table 3

Weekly Morning and Evening Commute Times
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Figure Captions

Figure 1.  Sample Weekly Log for Tracking Antecedents to Behaviors 
Figure 2.  Progressive frequency of maneuvering behavior over time (pre and post-behavior modification) associated with stated antecedents.

Figure 3.  Progressive frequency of maneuvering behavior over time (pre and post-behavior modification) associated with stated antecedents.
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Slow driver in lane 10 10 12 4 1 3 4 5 13 15 13 10 6 5 4 5

General slow traffic 8 9 10 8 2 3 1 2 12 13 11 9 5 3 2 2

Other driver erratic 2 3 1 2 2 1 1 2 3 4 3 5 4 3 3 5

Unusual hurry 2 1 2 2 0 1 0 0 13 12 14 13 8 5 4 3

Unusual Stress 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 4 11 6 12 6 5 3 5

Total 22 24 26 16 5 9 6 9 45 55 47 49 29 21 16 20
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