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Abstract: Road traffic accidents are the primary cause of injuries and fatalities among children. The
current study focuses on children’s (un)safe crossing behaviour in a real traffic situation accompanied
by an adult at a crosswalk in front of their school. The study aims to investigate if there are differences
in crossing behaviour related to road infrastructure (i.e., one-way and two-way street, elevated and
non-elevated street crossing), the gender of the child, and the effect of the accompanying adult’s
behaviour on the child’s crossing behaviour. Primary school children from two urban schools in
Flanders (Belgium) were observed for three days while crossing the street in front of their school in
the morning and afternoon. A total of 241 child-adult pairs were observed. Descriptive analysis,
Pearson chi-square tests, and binary logistic regression models were used to find differences between
groups. More than half of the crossings exhibited two or more unsafe behaviours. Not stopping at
the curb before crossing was the most unsafe behaviour, exhibited by 47.7% of children; not looking
for oncoming traffic before and during the crossing was the second most unsafe behaviour, exhibited
by 39.4% of the children. The only difference between boys” and girls” crossing behaviour was in
stopping at the curb with girls 1.901 times more likely to stop before crossing as compared to boys.
Adults holding hands of the child resulted in safer behaviours by children. The children not holding
hands displayed significantly riskier behaviour in running or hopping while crossing the street
and being distracted. The study reinforces the need to improve the transportation system through
infrastructural interventions (elevated crosswalks), as well as educating and training children and
the parents on safe crossing behaviour in traffic.

Keywords: traffic safety; children crossing behaviour; infrastructure; binary logistic regression

1. Introduction
1.1. Traffic Accidents among Children

Road traffic injury is the leading cause of death among children, and is the fourth
leading cause of death in children between the age of 5 and 14 years [1-3]. Children
are highly involved in these statistics as they have a share of 38% in the total number of
pedestrian fatalities [4]. Data from the European Union also shows that children are often
involved in traffic accidents in urban and residential areas near schools [5].

In Belgium, the risk of a 6 to a 14-year-old pedestrian being involved in a traffic
accident is 10.5 times higher than an average car driver [6]. The residents of the Flanders
region in Belgium prefer walking and cycling, thirty percent more than an average Belgian,
which exposes them to traffic conditions [7,8]. According to the World Health Organization
(2013), around 70% of all pedestrian fatalities in the European Union occurred in urban areas
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as they pose a higher risk to pedestrians [9]. In Belgium, the pedestrians were involved in
28% of the fatalities, which is lower than the European average of 40% [10].

1.2. Street Crossing Behavior of Children

There has been a lot of research on what children focus on when they attempt to cross
a street safely and what constitutes as a risky behaviour [11-14]. Before children apply the
rules to cross a street, they need to identify the situation as safe or unsafe by judging the
speed and proximity of oncoming traffic. To make the correct decision, the child must first
stop and observe the traffic situation. Children in Belgium are taught in schools to look left,
right, and left again before crossing the street.

Children get involved in traffic accidents due to several factors which are mostly
beyond their control. These factors are behavioural and physical in nature [15-17]. The
primary behavioural factors include lack of ability to scan the traffic situation for threats
properly, inability to estimate speed and distance [18], inattention [19], distraction (playing,
talking, mobile phone use) [20-23], unpredictable behaviour, and noncompliance with the
rules and regulations [18]. The primary physical factor is having a different perspective
of the traffic environment due to their small posture, making it challenging for them
to see oncoming traffic [24]. The small posture of children also affects the drivers as it
becomes difficult for them to detect children. At proximity, they can be undetectable below
the motorized vehicle height [25]. Street crossing requires the skills mentioned above
that young children lack (e.g., knowledge about traffic laws, visual searching ability, risk
detection, and perception). Younger children are at risk as these skills are developed with
experience and age [22]. Children are also not aware of dangerous situations in traffic due
to their inability to coordinate eyesight and hearing [26]. For children aged 6 to 10 years,
their attentional skills are still being developed, putting them at a higher risk than adults
when crossing the street while distracted [27]. The lower attentional capacities of children
aged 6 to 10 while distracted makes them less capable of identifying safe places to cross
the street [28]. There has been empirical evidence showing that boys tend to exhibit riskier
behaviours than girls. A study on perceived risk among primary school children (age
6-10 years) found that boys and girls differ in appraising a given dangerous situation, with
boys rating risk lower than girls [29]. Furthermore, boys have a lot more confidence in their
abilities while underestimating the risk in any dangerous situation than girls [30].

To cross safely, children need to prevent distracting activities that may lead them to
not paying attention to critical environmental information and cross within the crosswalk
lines [31,32]. Not stopping at the curb and observing the traffic is related to distraction and
increases the risk of an accident [33].

1.3. Adult Supervision

Adult supervision is considered an essential behavioural technique for reducing child
pedestrian involvement in accidents. Morrongiello and Barton [34] define adult supervision
as the physical proximity of the adult to the child. The efficacy of surveillance has been
demonstrated in several studies [11,35]. The supervision affects the children’s pedestrian
safety as the supervising adult can intervene physically or verbally if the child behaves in
an unsafe way. The efficacy of such an intervention is somewhat apparent as the adult who
is holding hands with a child can restrain the child physically before crossing the street.

Furthermore, holding hands (direct physical contact) with the child can help adults
restrain a child who may behave impulsively; such supervision is particularly vital when
peers are present during the crossing manoeuvre [34]. It is still unclear what level of
control is necessary for a child to behave safely in traffic. Research has shown that adult
supervision influences the behaviour of the accompanying child, but it does not guarantee
the child’s safety during the crossing manoeuvre [36]. Previous research efforts have looked
at the effect of the adult on the accompanying child [12] and the gender differences in street
crossing behaviours [37]. A study about child pedestrian injuries circumstances reported
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that, in 36% of the cases, a supervisor was present, and in more than half of the cases, the
supervisor was within an arm’s reach of the child [38,39].

1.4. Impact of Infrastructure on Pedestrian Safety

Researchers have shown that the transportation system has significantly ignored the
safety of children in traffic [40,41], and how the responsibility is generally located with the
child in traffic. Previous research focusing on child pedestrian fatality during crossing of a
street found that the mean time available for crossing, assuming a steady flow, resulted
in running as a necessary prerequisite for road crossing, rather than as an indication of
impulsiveness of the child [40].

As school children are primarily involved in accidents within 500 meters of the school
gate [42], their behaviour should be observed in the school’s proximity, and the impact
of the environmental factors should also be considered. In terms of pedestrian safety,
there are benefits of both one-way and two-way streets. Generally, one-way streets can
simplify the crossing behaviour for pedestrians, as they must look for traffic in one direction
only. Research has also shown that one-way streets result in fewer road traffic accidents
involving pedestrians [43]. Two-way streets also appear to be difficult for child pedestrians
to cross [44]. A naturalistic behavioural observation study of pedestrians by Oxley et al. [45]
showed that more unsafe crossing behaviours were recorded on two-way streets than on
one-way streets.

However, one-way streets can encourage motorists to travel at higher speeds, and
intersections involving one-way streets can confuse child pedestrians [46]. There is also
evidence of increased conflicts between vehicles and pedestrians within a one-way-street
network than in a comparable two-way system. This increase in conflicts is because of
additional turning movements at the intersections caused by drivers who have to travel
out of direction to reach their destination. These additional turning movements typically
increase 30-40% of pedestrian-vehicle conflicts within a one-way street network compared
to a similar two-way street network [47]. In a one-way street network, there is also a safety
concern for pedestrians as there is an increased confidence level on the part of pedestrians
and higher speeds on the part of the driver [48].

Midblock pedestrian crossings are designated areas for pedestrians to cross the
street [49] and provide priority to pedestrians to cross over motorized vehicles [50]. Vehicles
must yield to the pedestrians in this area in case both entered the crosswalk area at the
same time. Another infrastructural measure taken to improve pedestrian visibility in pedes-
trian crossing and to reduce speeds of oncoming traffic is elevated /raised crosswalks [51].
Elevated crosswalks have shown to positively affect the occurrence of accidents involving
children [52]. Sweden has implemented various full scale demonstration projects related
to the “Vision Zero” project, with measures taken to improve the infrastructure for safe
mobility of pedestrians and cyclists, including elevated crosswalks and intersections [53,54].

1.5. Research Aims and Objectives

A recent scoping review of behavioural observation studies found an absence of empir-
ical data on child pedestrian behaviour near primary schools in Belgium [55]. Consequently,
this study sought to offer empirical data on the child’s safety when crossing the street in
front of their school and to add to the empirical knowledge base about indicators of risky
behaviour displayed by children near their schools in Flanders (Belgium). Currently, there
is no clear understanding of child pedestrian behaviour on crosswalks accompanied by
an adult.

Furthermore, the study aims to understand the effect of infrastructure (one-way street
and two-way street, elevated and not elevated crosswalk) on the crossing behaviour of
pedestrians, which has not been studied before for child pedestrians. The study also seeks
to understand the impact of gender and the behaviour of the accompanying adult on the
behaviour of the child. Based on the objectives of the research, the following research
questions are formulated:
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1. Do children’s (un)safe behaviors on crosswalks differ between schools located at
one-way and two-way streets and between elevated and non-elevated crosswalk?

2. Does the behavior between boys and girls while crossing differ? Are there differences
in behaviors of boys and girls on crosswalks in front of their schools?

3. Does the behavior of the accompanying adult affect the behavior of the child?

2. Methodology
2.1. Study Design

The study aims to understand the crossing behaviour of child pedestrians in front
of their school. The study design is cross-sectional. Pedestrians (ages 6-12) from two
primary schools in Hasselt and Genk (Flanders, Belgium) were observed for three mornings
and three afternoons at each school while crossing the zebra crossing in front of their
school. As adults accompanied most pedestrian children in primary schools, only the
behaviour of accompanied children was recorded. The research was approved by both
participating schools.

2.2. Selection of Study Locations

Two urban primary schools were selected for data collection in Hasselt and Genk (Flan-
ders, Belgium). Table 1 presents the characteristics of both study locations. The two selected
schools, as well as the environmental characteristics, are shown in Figures 1 and 2. As both
schools are situated in an urban environment, there were cars parked near the school when
parents dropped their children in the morning and picked them up in the afternoon.

Table 1. Characteristics of study locations.

Characteristics One-Way Street School Two-Way Street School
Number of lanes 1 2
Lane width 25m 3.7m
Speed limit 30km/h 30 km/h
Direction of traffic One side for traffic except for cyclists and mopeds Both sides
Cycle Lane No No
Parking space On one side (next to the school) Both sides
Zebra crossing Level Elevated
Area Urban Urban

FULVO TOOHDS

LEGEND

@® Parking Space
© Observation Point (Morining)
¥ Ohservation Point (Afternoan)

& Vegstation

Figure 1. Left: Schematic description of road layout at one-way street school (Genk, Belgium).
Right: Image of the street (Genk, Belgium).
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Figure 2. Left: Schematic description of road layout at two-way street school (Hasselt, Belgium).
Right: Image of the street (Hasselt, Belgium).

The second school is located near a two-way street with parked cars on both sides of
the road. The crossing area is slightly elevated, as shown in Figure 2.

2.3. Observation Protocol

Two observers observed each school crosswalk independently. The observers were
standing near the gate during the morning observation and across the entrance during the
afternoon observation, as shown in Figures 1 and 2. The observers positioned themselves
so that children could be observed clearly, and all the behavioural indicators can be noted.
Child-adult pairs were observed during the morning from 8:00 a.m. to 8.45 a.m. (15 min
before the opening of the school gate and 30 min after the opening of the school gate)
and in the afternoon from 3:00 p.m. to 3:45 p.m. (45 min after the opening of the school
gate) for three days per school (Tuesday, Thursday, and Friday) in April-May 2019. An
observation grid was developed to register the behavioural indicators. The grid included
the gender and the behavioural indicators of the child and the accompanying adult. The
gender of the child and adult were visually estimated. The behavioural indicators are
coded dichotomously except for the looking behaviour (i.e., not looking, one side, both
sides, or left, —right, and left). If a child is distracted, the distracting element was noted as
well. The following behavioural indicators were developed and adopted based on previous
studies [12-14,37,56]. The following behaviours were recorded:

(a) Stopped at the curb: The pedestrian stops at the curb before crossing instead of
waiting or failing to stop.

(b) Looking behaviour (before and while): The child looks left, right, and then left again
before crossing, and does not ignore oncoming traffic in one or both directions. This
behaviour was coded as not looking, looking at one side, looking at both sides and
“perfect” looking where a child looks left, right, and left again. The looking behaviour
was also coded for the accompanying adult.

(¢) Runs across the lane: The child runs or hops across the street.

(d) Crosses at the pedestrian crossing: The child uses the pedestrian crosswalk to cross
and does not cross diagonally.

(e) Distraction: Talking, playing with an object. Distraction was coded for the accompa-
nying adult and the child.

(f) Inaddition to the behavioural aspects, other safety aspects were recorded for each
child, i.e., if the child wore a bright reflective jacket (yes or no);

(g) Whether the child and accompanying adult held hands while crossing (yes or no) [56].
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2.4. Ensuring the Reliability of Data Collection

Each behaviour was defined according to the literature review and during a pilot
observation session at each school to maximise the interrater agreement on the coded
behaviours. Interrater reliability measures the extent to which independent observers
evaluating the same situation reach the same conclusion [57]. High interrater reliability
(high agreement) between independent observers is considered the theoretical solidity
of the observation methods and the training of the observers. A low level of interrater
reliability suggests inadequate training of observers and operational definitions [58].

2.5. Data Analysis

Data were primarily analysed using descriptive methods; the frequency and percent-
age of each coded behaviour were computed for each location separately and combined.
Pearson chi-square tests to test street-crossing behaviour differences among groups (gender,
school, accompanying adult) were also performed. All the analyses were carried out at a
95% confidence level. The interrater reliability was assessed by two measures: Cohen’s k
and percent agreement. Cohen’s k is considered a more favourable reliability measure than
percent agreement [57]. Cohen’s k corrects percent agreement for agreement by chance,
while percent agreement only expresses the percentage of cases where the independent
observers agree. A value of 0.80 for Cohen’s « is acceptable for behavioural observation
studies [57].

The data are analysed with binary logistic regression analysis, which can predict the
probability (P) of a specific event when the dependent variable is dichotomous [59]. In
this study, the occurrence of a specific crossing behaviour indicator can be considered as
a binary response variable. The log odds (logit) of P equals the natural logarithm of %
Binary logistic regression estimates the log odds of the independent variables as a linear
combination as shown in the equation below:

Logit (P) = Ln(lfp> = Bo+ P1 X1+ P2Xo + ... + BuXy (1)

In this equation, P is the probability of the behaviour occurrence; X, is the independent
variable; and B, is the logistic regression coefficient. For each research question, the
significance value of 0.05 was accepted as influential predictor variables. For each model,
the odds ratio was calculated to determine if there is an increase (>1) or decrease (0-1)
in the probability of the behaviour when the independent variables increase with one
unit [52]. The Hosmer-Lemeshow test is used to assess each model’s goodness of fit. The
test determines whether the observed event rates match expected event rates. For the
Hosmer-Lemeshow test, p > 0.05 shows that the model fits the data [53]. SPSS 25.0 is used
for all analyses.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive STATISTICS

There were 241 adult—child pairs observed: 127 crossings were observed near the
school at the one-way street, while 114 crossings were observed near the school at the
two-way street (Table 2).

3.2. Interrater Reliability

There was a high agreement in all behavioural indicators coded by the two observers
with Cohen’s kappa values greater than 0.80 and more than 90 percent agreement for all
behavioural variables (Table 3). Disagreements in the behavioural indicators observed were
removed from the analysis and only the data where there were no discrepancies between
observers was used for analysis. Consequently, both interrater reliability measures indicate
high interrater reliability in the collected data.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
Variable Name Infrastructure Total
. . School 1 School 2
Demographic Variable (One-Way Street) (Two-Way Street)
Gender (child) Number (%) Number (%) Number (%)
Boy 76 (59.8) 67 (58.8) 143 (59.3)
Girl 51 (40.2) 47 (41.2) 98 (40.7)
Gender (accompanying adult) Number (%) Number (%) Number (%)
Male 45 (35.4) 39 (34.2) 84 (34.9)
Female 82 (64.6) 75 (65.8) 157 (65.1)
Weekdays Number (%) Number (%) Number (%)
Tuesday 39 (30.7) 37 (32.4) 76 (31.5)
Thursday 43 (33.8) 43 (37.7) 86 (35.7)
Friday 45 (35.4) 34 (29.8) 79 (32.8)
Behavioural indicators Number (%) Number (%) Number (%)
Not Stopping at curb 51 (40.2) 64 (56.1) 115 (47.7)
Not looking for traffic 46 (36.2) 49 (43.0) 95 (39.4)
Running across the crosswalk 34 (26.8) 29 (25.4) 63 (26.1)
Distraction 35 (27.6) 12 (10.5) 47 (19.5)
Not crossing within the crosswalk 65 (51.2) 15 (13.2) 80 (33.2)
Holding hands of accompanying adult 58 (45.7) 40 (35.1) 98 (40.6)
Safety measure Number (%) Number (%) Number (%)
Fluorescent jacket 97 (76.4) 0(0.0) 97 (40.2)
Table 3. Interrater reliability.
One-Way Street Two-Way Street
Behavior Observed Cohen’s k Percent Agreement Cohen’s k Percent Agreement
Not stopping at the curb 0.820 91.3 0.909 95.4
Looking behavior (Child and/or adult) 0.885 96.7 0.937 98.5
Looked at both sides 0.875 96.3 0.932 98.2
Distraction while crossing 0.900 98.3 0.958 98.3
Running across the crosswalk 0.833 96.7 0.916 98.2
Crossing within the crosswalk lines 0.961 99.2 0.981 99.1
Child holding hands of the accompanying adult 0.968 98.4 0.974 98.7

3.3. Effect of Infrastructure on Crossing Behavior

Five behavioural indicators are analysed using the Pearson chi-square test and binary
logistic regression models to analyse the influence that the road infrastructure (one-way
vs. two-way street, and elevated vs. level crosswalk) has on children’s crossing behaviour.
As shown in Figure 3, there are significant differences between the two schools in “not
stopping at the curb”, “distraction”, and “not crossing within the crosswalk line”. The
school children near the two-way street stopped at the curb significantly less than the
children of the school near the one-way street, X2 (1) = 6.15, p = 0.013. Furthermore, the
school children near the one-way street are more distracted, x? (1) = 11.10, p < 0.001.
Another significant difference is that at the school near the one-way street, more than
half the children did not cross within the crosswalk lines. In contrast, at the school near
the two-way street which had an elevated crosswalk, this was only 13.2%, x? (1)=39.16,
p <0.001.

Table 4 presents the binary logistic regression model results predicting the likelihood
of certain behaviours at the one-way street school compared to the two-way street school.
The model was built using all behavioural indicators as independent variables predicting
the behaviour at the one-way street and two-way street (dependent variable). The model
was tested for goodness of fit with the Hosmer-Lemeshow test, X2 (8) =11.071, p > 0.198,
which shows that the model fits the data (p > 0.05). The model shows significant differences
between the one-way and two-way streets in not stopping at the curb, distraction while
crossing, and not crossing within the crosswalk lines. The model predicts that the prob-
ability of not stopping at the curb is 3.020 times more likely at the two-way street, while
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distraction and not crossing within the crosswalk lines is 0.254 and 0.094 times less likely
in the two-way street. The model also predicts that accompanying adults held children’s
hands more often (2.572 times) in one-way street schools.

W One-way street school  m Two-way street school Total
i
3 N
X i
= o
N ~ Q <
2 o a ~
3 . 3
o :
I II I | m
o
— o~
I I I . M
o —
i
NOT STOPPING AT NOT LOOKING FOR RUNNING ACROSS DISTRACTION NOT CROSSING
CURB TRAFFIC THE CROSSWALK WITHIN THE
CROSSWALK

Figure 3. Difference between indicators of behaviour between one-way school and two-way school.

Table 4. Binary logistic regression results.

Logistic Regression Results (N = 241)

Infrastructure (School at

Variable One-Way Street = 127, Gender Agzlr:;;gn ;;rgldg:ljil t
and School at (Boys = 143, Girl = 98) (Y =98 N = 143)
Two-Way Street = 114) !
Intercept —0.427 —0.358 -0.117
Gender 0.329 (1.390) * na 0.433 (1.542)*
Infrastructure na 0.338 (1.402) * 0.896 (2.449) ****
Behavioral indicators
Not stopping at curb 1.105 (3.020) **** 0.647 (1.91) *** —0.158 (0.854) *
Not looking for traffic —0.142 (0.868) * 0.156 (1.169) * —0.580 (0.560) ***
Running across the crosswalk 0.381 (1.464) * 0.239 (1.27) * —0.703 (0.495) ***
Distraction —1.371 (0.254) **** 0.031 (1.032) * —1.237 (0.290) ****
Not crossing within the crosswalk —2.367 (0.094) **** —0.375 (0.687) * —0.704 (0.495) ***
Holding hands 0.945 (2.572) **** 0.433 (1.542) * na
Hosmer—Lemeshow X% =11.070 (df = 8, X?=1.742 (df =8, X?=7.758 (df =8,
test/Nagelkerke R squared p=0.198)/0.343 p =0.988)/0.05 p =0.457)/0.151

Note: Values present parameter estimates of logistic regression models. The odds ratio in parenthesis, with
p < 0.05, are in bold type. * p > 0.10 [not significant at 90% confidence interval (CI)]; *** p < 0.05 (significant at
95% CI); **** p < 0.01 (significant at 99% CI). For the Hosmer-Lemeshow test, p > 0.05 shows that the model fits
the data. na: not applicable.

3.4. Effect of Gender on Crossing Behavior

Concerning the influence of gender on children’s crossing behaviour, there were no
significant differences found among boys and girls in crossing behaviour at each school.
Still, across both schools, a significant effect was seen with not stopping at the curb.
Specifically, boys exhibit this unsafe behaviour significantly more than girls, x(1) = 4.155
p = 0.042. The binary logistic regression predicts that girls had 1.91 times higher odds to
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exhibit the safer behaviour of stopping at the curb before crossing. Figures 4 and 5 present
the unsafe behaviour exhibited by both genders at each site.

= One-way street school = Two-way street school

70 62.7
60
50 47.4
40
30 27.6 26.9 26.3
20
10
0
Notstopping at  Notlooking for ~ Running across Distraction Not crossing
curb traffic the crosswalk within the
crosswalk

Figure 4. Unsafe crossing behaviour exhibited by boys across both sites.

E One-way street school E Two-way street school

80
70 66.7
60
50 46.8
40
29.4
30 233 3.4
20
10.6
10 =
0 | — ]
Not stopping at Not looking for Running across Distraction Not crossing
curb traffic the crosswalk within the
crosswalk

Figure 5. Unsafe crossing behaviour exhibited by girls across both sites.

3.5. Effect of Accompanying Adult Behavior on Children Crossing Behavior

The accompanying adults” behaviour was mainly safe, with only ten adults (4.1 per-
cent) not looking for oncoming traffic, and 15 adults (6.2 percent) who were distracted
while crossing. Adults not looking for traffic and being distracted resulted in more chil-
dren significantly not stopping at the curb before crossing, x? (1) = 11.431, p = 0.001 and
x? (1) = 4.207, p = 0.04, respectively. The risky behaviours were summed to create a “risky
behaviour score” out of five. Ninety-eight adults were holding hands of the accompanying
children (36.6% boys and 46.9% girls), while 143 did not. While checking the effect of this
on children’s behaviour, significant differences were found between the two groups with
the ones not holding hands performing significantly more risky behaviours, x2(4) = 16.96,
p = 0.002. Figure 6 presents the differences in behavioural indicators between children
holding hands and not holding hands of the accompanying adult.
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& Not holding hands Holding hands Total

60.0
50.0

37.1

40.0 33.2

26.1 27.6

18.4

30.0
20.0

10.0

0.0
Not Stopping at Not looking for Running across the Distraction Not crossing within
curb traffic crosswalk the crosswalk

Figure 6. Effect of accompanying adult behaviour on child’s behaviour.

The children not holding hands also displayed significantly riskier behaviours in run-
ning or hopping behaviour and being distracted, x? (1) = 5.169, p = 0.023 and x? (1) = 7.209,
p = 0.007, respectively. Table 4 presents the results from the binary logistic regression
predicting the likelihood of the behaviour of children holding hands compared to children
not holding the hands of the adult. The Hosmer—Lemeshow test shows that the model
fits the data, x* (8) = 11.070, p = 0.198. The results show that the children holding hands
perform significantly safer behaviours and are less likely to perform unsafe behaviours.
The children holding hands are less likely to not look for traffic (0.560 times), run across
the crosswalk (0.495 times), be distracted (0.290 times), and not cross within the crosswalk
(0.495 times), as compared to the children not holding hands of the accompanying adult.

4. Discussion

The current study aimed to observe the crossing behaviour of child pedestrians in front
of two urban schools in Flanders, Belgium, in order to understand what unsafe behaviours
children exhibit on crosswalks outside their schools, and the effect of accompanying adult,
infrastructure, and gender in crossing behaviour.

Although measures and methods have been developed to reduce the number of
fatalities among vulnerable road users, child pedestrian safety remains an important
issue. Educational strategies to enhance children’s safety include lessons and training in
protected areas or actual traffic situations and other creative techniques such as traffic safety
games. Enforcement involves strategies (e.g., speed limits) to deter all road users from
unsafe behaviours and encourage them to obey traffic laws, especially in a school zone, by
reminding motorists to slow down and obey the speed limit. Enforcement in school zones
also involves appointing “crossing guards” around schools to safely help children cross
the street. The transportation system should improve the pedestrian safety in traffic by
reducing accidents and making them less severe as per the “vision zero” aspirations [60].

Around half the children were observed exhibiting two or more unsafe behaviours.
Approximately one-fourth of the children were running or hopping while crossing the
crosswalk, while one-fifth were distracted. Around forty percent of the children did not
look for traffic while crossing, and almost half did not stop before crossing, which is
less than the more than 60% observed by Zeedyk, Wallace [13]. The finding of children
crossing in a straight line is in concordance with the results of a similar French study
for accompanied children (supervised by adults), with two-thirds of the children staying
within the lines of the crosswalk [37]. As regards not looking for traffic, one of the most
prominent unsafe behaviours exhibited by children in the current study, these results are
similar to behavioural observation studies on children, which identified not looking for
traffic as the most prominent unsafe behaviour exhibited by children [11,13,61]. As the age
group observed are primary school children aged 6-12, there are some trends of dangerous
behaviour across this age group, as shown by Rosenbloom et al. [14], including that around



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1503

11 of 15

half the children did not look for oncoming traffic within the age group of 7-11 year olds.
A study on 5-6-year-old pedestrians [13] has similar results, with only 40% looking for
traffic. The finding makes it essential for children to be visible to the oncoming traffic as
they are not looking for traffic themselves. The school near the one-way street had almost
80% wearing fluorescent vests, while the school near the two-way street had no children
wearing any reflective jacket. One of the safety measures that children can take is to wear
brightly coloured clothing to be conspicuous. This safety measure involves being seen by
oncoming traffic and, most critically, by motorized vehicles [62]. The reflective vests worn
by children can significantly increase children’s visibility to oncoming traffic, especially in
winter months, to avoid accidents [63].

When the effect of infrastructure is investigated, it is evident that there are differences
in crossing behaviours at the one-way street and the two-way street. Children stopped
significantly less at the curb in the two-way street than the school near the one-way street
(p = 0.013). Furthermore, the children are more distracted (p = 0.001) and significantly do
not cross within the crosswalk lines (p = 0.001) at the school near the one-way street. The
elevated crosswalk with extra safety infrastructure at the school near the two-way street
resulted in pedestrians crossing within the crosswalk instead of crossing it diagonally. Even
though one-way streets simplify pedestrians’ looking behaviour as they must look at one
side only for traffic, there were no significant differences found in looking behaviour of
children in this study with children not looking.

The study found significant differences in not stopping at curb behaviour among boys
and girls, with boys exhibiting this unsafe behaviour more often. There were no other
significant differences between boys and girls in other risky behaviours. This aligns with
the findings of Barton and Schwebel [36], who found that girls are more cautious while
crossing compared to boys.

To understand the effect of the accompanied adult on the child’s behaviour, it was
observed that child pedestrians not holding hands exhibited unsafe behaviours, like being
distracted while crossing and running or hopping across the crosswalk. Another aspect
of adult supervision shows that adults held hands more often with girls than with boys.
This can imply that adults believe that girls need more protection or control, despite boys
having been empirically shown to be more impulsive in traffic [12,36]. Another worrying
observation during the data collection is that the adults did not ensure that children observe
and monitor the traffic situation before crossing, mainly since not looking for oncoming
traffic before crossing significantly contributes to more traffic accidents with children [64].
Adults can use this opportunity to train and teach children to cross the street safely, but
they do not typically use this opportunity when crossing with them [12,65]; this was also
observed in the current study.

5. Limitations and Future Research

The study has some weaknesses. The first limitation is that only urban schools were
selected for data collection. Behaviour across schools may vary somewhat, and also across
urban and rural schools [66,67]. Both schools in this study are in a street with no central
isolation zone, as these streets are often seen in most urban localities in Belgium. Data
was collected for a limited number of days, although the behavioural patterns are clear
and would likely reoccur with further observation and data collection. Future studies can
include comparative data analyses across research sites.

The second limitation is that although behaviour observation has many benefits, it has
some inherent weaknesses such as lack of information of potential covariates (e.g., child
road experience, personality, cognitive skills) that may have impacted the behaviour.

Future research can look at employing video observation to observe children’s be-
haviour. The children can be identified with the help of the school administration. In that
case, more information can be collected (i.e., experience, personality, and the child’s age).
Additional information about the child can help establish if there are significant differences
between the grades of primary school children. Future research can also include the collec-
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tion of traffic data, and collection of data in peak and non-peak hours to understand their
impact on behaviour of the child and the accompanying adult.

Future research can also include the gathering of information about the subjective as-
sessment of the children about the crossing manoeuvre, using interviews after the crossing,
e.g., do you think you have safely crossed the street? And why have you crossed the road
in an unsafe way (e.g., not stopped at the curb)?

6. Implications and Conclusions

The study provides empirical data on child pedestrians’ crossing behaviour in front of
their school and provides implications to improve the safety of child pedestrians through
education, engineering, and enforcement. Related to education, the current findings
reinforce the need to teach and train children about various aspects of pedestrian and traffic
safety. Younger children who are still learning to behave as safe pedestrians should not
cross the street unsupervised. Younger children can benefit from road safety education
tailored to their needs and adapted to their age, experience, and cognitive abilities [68,69].
Research has also shown that these behaviours can be improved by supervision in real
situations and through simulation training [70]. Traffic safety education is part of the
school curriculum in most of the European countries [63]. Education about traffic laws
and training can help children stay safe while they are young. However, before teaching
children through road safety education programs on how to behave in traffic, it is essential
to first understand their behaviour [64]. Similar recommendations have also been made by
other researchers in the EU [5]. Moreover, younger children can be educated about traffic
safety at home by their parents using digital games which have shown to improve the
performance of participants related to traffic safety [68].

Based on the current study results, the transportation system needs to further take into
consideration their limitations and inexperience in traffic and improve the system to lower
the danger for all users, including children [60,71]. Additionally, a road safety education is
recommended, covering each aspect of safely crossing the street, i.e., stopping at the curb,
monitoring the traffic, crossing within the crosswalk lines, and staying alert. The study
also has implications for accompanied adults. However, adults were not the primary focus
of this research. A few adults were also distracted and not looking for oncoming traffic.
Adult behaviour in traffic can set an excellent example for children to follow and behave
safely in traffic. Many studies have looked at the effect of this supervision on children’s
behaviour [34-36] and have also noted that, generally, adults do not take the opportunity
to educate their children about correct behaviour in traffic [12]. Training interventions for
improving child safety should also focus as a secondary target audience on the children’s
parents; the parents’ knowledge and behaviour can also reflect the effect of the intervention
on the children [72]. The findings in this study can also help to develop educational material
for children in various forms of traffic education using classroom education and training in
protected environments on both knowledge and skills [68,73].

Related to engineering, the road layout of the two-way street school resulted in the
adult—child pairs crossing within the crosswalk lines; such a road geometry can help
improve this safe behaviour at other crosswalks outside schools. The elevation of the
crosswalk resulted in the pedestrians crossing within the crosswalk lines. Such an ar-
rangement can encourage pedestrians to stay within the crosswalk lines while crossing.
Elevated crosswalks also improve pedestrian safety by reducing vehicle speeds and in-
creasing pedestrians’ visibility, and have been recommended by the Federal Highway
Administration [74] pedestrian safety guide and countermeasure selection system. The
current findings reinforce the advantages of using an elevated crosswalk for pedestrians,
and especially child pedestrians.

Related to enforcement, encouraging safer practices like reflective vests resulted in
more than 75% of the children in the school at the one-way street wearing a reflective vest,
while children of the school at the two-way street were not observed wearing any reflective
vests. This can be because the school at the one-way street encouraged the children to wear
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the fluorescent jacket, while the school at the two-way street did not. As the children are
performing unsafe behaviours and not looking for traffic, they must wear a reflective vest
to be visible to the oncoming motorized vehicles in urban areas.

To conclude, the current study provides empirical data on child pedestrian crossing
behaviour in Flanders (Belgium) and provides implications for improving the child’s safety
in traffic. The study also confirms that the crossing behaviour of children is influenced by
the type of infrastructure, the gender of the child, and the accompanying adult’s behaviour.
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