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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids and bikes:
socio-cultural factors and safety

Malcolm Vick

Abstract

Objective: The study sought to document young Indigenous people’s bike riding
practices, explore cultural factors shaping those practices and consider ways those
practices might put them at risk.

Methods: Ninety five Townsville Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander school students
participated in face to face interviews or focus groups, and completed quizzes and
questionnaires on their bike riding behaviour, knowledge of road rules, and bike
safety issues; the study was conducted in 2000.

Results: Indigenous young people are frequent bike users in a wide range of
contexts. They demonstrate sound knowledge of road rules, but largely ignore many
of them. Different aspects of their riding are shaped by mixes of poverty, sense of
obligation, pragmatism, and style. They identify and act on safety issues only in
relation to other road users’ behaviour, including normal conditions of road use (e.g.,
closeness of cars on busy roads), racist driver aggression, and ‘social’ danger from
police.

Conclusions: Young Indigenous cyclists’ riding practices appear broadly consistent
with practices documented among other social groups, and put them at risk of injury,
although they widely adopt practices to minimise danger from other road users.
Racism, and their visibility, makes them a target for harassment that also puts them
at risk. They do not, however, understand road use in terms of risk and the study
highlights complex cultural factors shaping their decision making as cyclists.
Implications: Young Indigenous cyclists’ own behaviour might be addressed by a
combination of education and enforcement regarding safer riding practices, within
and by Indigenous communities and families. Securing their safety also requires
racist aggression by non-Indigenous road users, and police relationships with
Indigenous people to be addressed.

Suggested citation: Vick M (2007) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids and
bikes: socio-cultural factors and safety. Australian Indigenous HealthBulletin;7(2):
Original article 1. Retrieved [access date] from
http://www.healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/html/htmli_bulletin/bull72/original_articles/bulletin
_original_articles_vick.pdf

Introduction

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are high-risk road users as
demonstrated in their heavy over-representation in Australian road trauma statistics
[1,2]. Further, their involvement is almost certainly under-reported [3,4]. Young
people can also be seen to be especially at risk for essentially developmental
reasons. There is almost no published research on safety issues for young
Indigenous bike riders, although there is data on Aboriginal children’s helmet wearing
[5], on levels of exposure and involvement in crashes of young cyclists more
generally [6], and on the significance of Indigenous young people’s bike riding as a
safety issue [4]. This paper addresses the lack of research on this issue through a
small scale study in Townsville, where Indigenous people are a significant and visible
minority (5.1% of total population) [7].
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Much bicycle safety research focuses on the incidence, nature and severity of
crashes and injuries [8,9,10,11], on contributing factors ranging from environmental
and other ‘external’ factors [12,13], and the relations between the introduction, and
encouragement or enforcement of protective measures (e.g., helmet legislation),
cyclists’ responses to such protective measures (e.g., greater risk-taking), and the
safety outcomes of those measures [14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22,23]. Some studies
seek to explain as well as to document cyclists’ behaviour. Some focus, especially in
the case of younger children, on developmental factors, such as the ways limited
cognitive and motor skills and experience affect their awareness and their capacities
to judge, make decisions and execute those decisions [24,25]. Others focus on social
factors such as socioeconomic background, gender, parental intervention, and early
experiences with alcohol [26,27,28,29,30], and on social-psychological factors such
as susceptibility to peer pressure, identity and image [15]. Characteristically, reasons
for behaviour remain relatively unexplored, and are attributed to presumed universal
psychological characteristics of adolescents or treated very superficially
[26,27,28,29]; thus, children’s explanation of their aversion to helmets because they
are ‘silly, uncomfortable, or inconvenient’ [27, p.220] is accepted at face value
without exploring further the array of meanings and values — the cultural contexts —
which inform such judgments.

In contrast with these approaches, and to address these limitations in existing
research, this study takes a sociological approach, in line with the Australian
Transport Safety Board’s recommendations [3] concerning the need to ‘research
historical and cultural factors influencing beliefs and perceptions about health and
injury; and develop protocols for undertaking research in indigenous communities’
(p-233). In this case, the social-contextual factors include the contexts and conditions
of bike riding, while more cultural factors include the meanings and values that
Indigenous young people draw on in relation to bike riding and the situations that
accompany it. In general terms, it builds on approaches to socio-cultural factors
shaping road use developed in work by Connell [31,32], Natalier [33], Redshaw [34],
Vick [35] and Walker and colleagues [36] and applies these in the particular context
of Indigenous young people’s bike use.

Methods and approach

The study involved 95 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Townsville.
Participants were aged between 9 and 16 years, and comprised 36 male and 42
female primary students; and 9 male and 18 female secondary students. The study,
while initiated by the author as a non-Indigenous academic researcher, drew on
support from local Indigenous organizations, in keeping with established principles
for research involving Indigenous communities [37,38]. The project was primarily
concerned with providing a basis for more effective responses to what
representatives of some key Indigenous community organisations saw as high levels
of risk to their young people associated with their use of bikes. However, theorisation
of the data formed an important part of generating the ‘useful knowledge’ we sought.
The project relied heavily on input from Indigenous research assistants and advisers.
Broad parameters for the research were established through consultation and
negotiation between the researcher, research team and community advisers. The
specific methods were largely developed and wholly executed by a small team of
Indigenous researchers, under leadership of an Indigenous project officer, to ensure
that the research was culturally sensitive and appropriate.

The students from whom data were gathered were informed of the project through
Indigenous support programs and staff in Townsville primary and secondary schools,
and volunteered to take part in it. In order to protect them from any possible adverse
consequences of what they had to say, and with a view to using this security to
encourage them to speak freely, they were never identified by their own names, but
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participated under pseudonyms of their own choosing. Research ‘sessions’ were held
at school during lunch break, and students’ loss of free time was compensated by
provision of lunch (pizza, garlic bread and soft drink), and ‘sample bags’ of stickers
and other ephemera donated by the local Department of Transport office,
businesses, and professional sporting clubs.

Focus groups and semi-structured individual interviews provided the major means for
eliciting qualitative data. The decision to use both forms of interview was dictated by
the need to interview all students who volunteered, with limited time available in each
school, but also reflected the recognition that focus groups and individual interviews
are generate somewhat different data. On the one hand, focus group data may suffer
from a degree of distortion of some individuals’ views as dominant voices shape a
‘consensus’ view. On the other, they, offer both a sense of the complexity of views,
especially on contentious issues, and of the strength of consensus on others [39].
Both individual and group interviews sought to elicit free-ranging discussion of
participants’ experiences, attitudes and values, and matters of concern. Quizzes
about knowledge of road rules and their application were conducted orally as the first
part of the interviews. Students were also asked to complete questionnaires, which
sought details of bike use, including frequency, social context, condition of bike most
usually ridden, access to helmet, and safety precautions. A quantitative account of
the findings and related methodological issues has been presented elsewhere [40].
Here, | am concerned with the qualitative data for the light it sheds on broadly cultural
factors shaping their bike use.

Results

Why they ride

Bike riding figured prominently in participants’ lives. They reported using their bikes
for a variety of purposes including going to school, other ‘functional’ purposes (going
to the shop); family related activities (‘errands’/‘doing a favour for family members’),
recreational and social activities (doing things with, or visiting, friends, or simply as a
recreation in itself) and for exercise. Around half claimed that bikes were their main
mode of transport.

Knowing and doing

Most demonstrated a sound basic knowledge of road rules, including road signs,
traffic lights, and laws governing helmet use and doubling. There were some
important gaps in their knowledge, however, and most were unsure of proper
procedure at roundabouts. Whatever their detailed knowledge of the road rules, they
virtually all recognised that the rules applied to all road users, including themselves
as bike riders.

‘Knowing’ often did not translate into ‘doing’. A substantial proportion either stated
straight out that they knew but did not follow the rules, or that they did so only
sometimes; others demonstrated in their answers to a range of questions about their
actual road use that they did not comply. Younger children claimed to regularly obey
traffic lights and stop signs, while older students said they did so ‘sometimes’ and
‘never’.

‘Doubling’ and pragmatism

An overwhelming proportion of the students said that they knew doubling was illegal.
Yet almost all of them admitted to participating in doubling (two or more children on
one bike). Younger ones were more often passengers than ‘doublers’; older ones did
both. Both sexes were involved, although the proportion of males was higher. Many
of the younger students said they did not double because their parents did not allow
them to, or because they did not have the skill.

Australian Indigenous HealthBulletin Vol 7 No 2 April - June 2007 3



ORIGINAL ARTICLE — PEER REVIEWED

Most recognized that doubling could be dangerous, but about half of them said that it
was only dangerous ‘if you don’t do it properly’. In other words, safety depended on
skill.

Given established research findings about young people and risk-taking, and the
widely admitted hostility between Indigenous young people and police, authority and
the law, we had anticipated that both these would come into play as explanations for
their behaviour. We were wrong. Instead, what came through in the students’
comments was a straightforward practicality. The following were typical of their
responses to the question ‘Why do you or your friends double?’: ‘To get somebody to
place to place’; ‘When | wear no shoes | get doubled’; ‘So we get to places faster’;
‘Cos they haven't got a bike’; ‘If we don’t have transport’; and ‘Because it’s faster
than walking together’. Their practicality seems to reflect both the depressed financial
position of large numbers of Indigenous families, and the high value placed on
personal loyalties and obligations (not to leave a friend or relative to walk, for
instance).

Helmets and ‘cool’

Many of the students, especially those at primary school, claimed that they
consistently wore a helmet. Most of the older ones stated that while they owned or
had access to a helmet, they wore it sometimes but preferred not to. When asked
why they, or others, might wear a helmet, the most common response across all
ages was ‘because | have to’. Fewer, but a still substantial proportion, said they did
so because of the risk of injury, or ‘to protect my head’, while the next most common
response was that it was legally required, and that not to wear one was to risk
drawing police attention. Very few said that peer pressure (‘my friends tell me to’) and
peer practice (‘because my friends do’) influenced their decision to wear helmets.
While many said they wore their helmets more or less regularly, they clearly did not
like wearing them. Some expressed this in strong but general terms, with comments
such as ‘well it's just f***ed’. Most explained it more specifically in terms of style:
‘they’re ugly’, ‘you look like a loser’, and ‘it’'s not cool’. A high proportion of girls (no
boys!) added comments such as ‘it messes up my hair’. Others offered practical
explanations, such as that that ‘they’re hot’, or that they didn’t have access to one.
Many also stated that they did not wear helmets because they did not think they were
necessary: ‘I don’t expect to get hurt’.

Whereas doubling seems to be a fairly simple, practical matter for them, helmet-
wearing appears to be a more complex issue. Their dislike of helmets because they
are hot can be seen as pragmatic: for much of the year temperatures and humidity
are oppressively and relentlessly high, and even in winter daytime temperatures are
often in the high 20s. The unavailability of helmets for some can be seen as a socio-
economically imposed practical factor, quite independent of any personal values
related to helmet-wearing choice. Relations with authority are also important, and
combine pragmatism (a practical submission to family discipline, and a fear of getting
fined) with more abstract symbolic values (respect for both parents and to a
significantly lesser degree, the law), although both of these lose force with the
transition from childhood to adolescence, and have less effect with males than with
females. As with doubling, physical safety barely enters as an issue. The crucial
issue, however, is style, and their references to ‘cool’ resonate with Dawes’s [41]
observations about Indigenous young people’s take up of ‘American’ youth-cultural
styles. This is a reminder of the complexity of cultural factors, blending distinctive
practices from within the Indigenous communities with influences made available
through the mass media.

Safe riders vs good riders

Most claimed to be safe riders. The majority of those who did not, said that they
simply had not thought about the issue. Aimost none said they considered
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themselves an unsafe rider. Some aspects of their knowledge and self-reported
behaviour (e.g., their knowledge of and claimed compliance with traffic signs and
lights) support their claims. Other considerations, such as the incidence of doubling,
and their privileging of style over safety considerations in relation to helmets, point in
the opposite direction.

Their responses to questions about what constitutes a ‘good’ rider made few direct
connections to safety. Many of the female interviewees talked about ‘good riding’ in
terms of what might be described as ‘functional skill’: being able to control a bike, to
react to unexpected circumstances, and the like. While not couched in terms of
safety, these accounts of good riding can be seen as compatible with, if not sufficient
for ensuring safety. But for most of the boys, good riding appears to be quite
disconnected from considerations of safety. Rather, they described a range of high-
level skills, coupled to notions of risk, bravado and being ‘deadly’. Indeed, the stories
they told in relation to ‘good riding’ involved running red lights, jumping gutters and
other manoeuvres, or performing other feats, or successfully managing unexpected
gravel patches. It was not so much that safety considerations were dismissed, or
subordinated to other concerns; rather, they simply did not enter the picture. At the
same time, and in contrast to some accepted views about risk-taking as something
valued in itself by adolescents [42], there was no sense that those interviewed valued
risk for its own sake; rather, the risk was simply a by-product of pushing skill to its
limits.

Police and the law

We asked about their experiences and attitudes in relation to the law and the police,
carefully framing questions in neutral terms, and starting with simple factual matters
such as whether they had ever been stopped, and why, before asking about their
thoughts and feelings about the incident. Well over half, including a substantial
minority of younger participants, reported having been stopped, mainly for not
wearing helmets.

The older boys, especially, expressed a strong sense of hostility to, and contempt for,
the police. It is noteworthy that with only a handful of exceptions, this was the only
context where the students used ‘strong language’: for several, police were ‘F***'n
cops’; others commented that they ‘hated’ police while one young boy said, ‘they are
stupid and they suck’.

Their comments on particular experiences with police ranged from the emotionally
charged ‘I was a bit afraid’, through ‘I felt bad’, ‘I thought | was in a alien world’, and ‘|
was shame’, to the more pragmatic and strategic ‘| should of taken the back streets’.
Here, consistently with the reasons they had given earlier for wearing helmets,
almost half the younger ones said that being stopped had been effective in
encouraging them to take up wearing their helmets (‘don’t want to be caught again’).
Most of the older ones, however, suggested that the effect had been, rather, to
encourage them to take less conspicuous routes or, in a few case, to take flight more
quickly. A handful simply expressed contempt for the whole process: ‘who gives a
f***!.

Particularly noteworthy, here, is the disconnection of the attitudes expressed in the
context of immediate, face-to-face interaction with police, from those expressed
elsewhere — intensity and hostility in one instance, low-key and unemotional in the
other. For the most part, then, police and the laws they represent are a relatively
insignificant, marginal consideration shaping their bike riding, but when they enter the
picture more directly, the interactions appear highly flammable.

Respondents raised two issues which we had not included in our list of matters to
raise, but which have a bearing on the connection between road safety and wider
social concerns. Some of the older participants, including some of the girls, claimed
that as ‘black kids’, they felt singled out for attention by police, either because they
were ‘black’ per se, or because they were already ‘known’ (which some of them saw
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as a further result of ‘being black’). Some also related occasions when, having
attracted police attention for some bike-related matter, they were then ‘asked all
these dumb questions’: ‘Aren’t you so and so’s brother...’, ‘Weren't you at...?’, and
‘What can you tell me about...?’ They placed such attention in the context of
continuing tensions between ‘black’ youths (and the Indigenous community
generally) and police, a view supported by a range of public comments and reports
by Indigenous leaders and outside observers [43,44].

Dangerously significant others

While their responses across the various forms of data show little connection
between their behaviour and considerations of safety, many of them did indicate a
sense of danger from others. A very high proportion of younger respondents, for
instance, said that they habitually rode on the footpath because of the danger from
cars and other vehicles. Most had stories of incidents — some relatively serious —
which entailed physical danger or harm: encounters with car doors, or vehicles
reversing from driveways. From their accounts, it seems highly likely that such
incidents are very substantially under-reported.

Among older participants there was a thread of commentary, supported by stories of
particular incidents, which suggested that roads are dangerous for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander youth for social — racist — reasons, as distinct from what might
be thought of as road-, traffic- or driving-related factors. Many spoke of being
harassed verbally by drivers or other occupants of passing cars. One wrote, ‘I've
seen drivers swerve at black kids’, and others related similar experiences.

Their comments appear to be borne out by the flurry of public discussion which
followed an incident in which a young man deliberately drove his car into a 15 year
old Aboriginal boy riding with a group of friends [45,46]. The incident produced further
stories from members of local Indigenous communities about other incidents in which
‘white’ youths used motor cycles and motor cars to threaten and attack Indigenous
young people, and claims that they formed part of ongoing racist harassment in the
city [44].

Conclusions

The data suggest that for the young people who contributed to this study, bike riding
involves an array of risks, from their own behaviour, the normal conditions of road
use, and from the hostile behaviour of others. Equally, safety appears to be a
relatively marginal concern for these young people. Even where they do recognize
that there might be dangers, they see them as arising from the actions of others,
overlooking the ways in which their own riding practices are unsafe. Importantly, they
associate ‘good’ riding with potentially high-risk demonstrations of ‘deadly’ skill rather
than with ‘safe’ riding.

The findings are broadly consistent with those of other relevant studies. In particular,
the interview data are consistent with findings that crashes involving Indigenous road
users in general, and Indigenous cyclists in particular, are under-reported [4,6, pp.6-
7,47], that Indigenous children and adolescents are highly exposed to risk (6, p.8).
They are also broadly consistent with findings of many studies in non-Australian and
non-Indigenous Australian contexts that there is a widespread aversion to wearing
helmets and that wearing them is related to gender, age, economic circumstance and
parental pressure [15,29].

There findings here differ from existing studies in two significant ways. First, while
many studies of helmet wearing identifies calculations of risk as a significant factor
the data here reveal almost nothing that could be interpreted as an awareness, much
less a calculation, of risk [20]. Rather, behaviour appears to be shaped either by
purely pragmatic considerations, framed within a culturally informed understanding of
social relationship and obligation. This attention to reasons and their cultural
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significance constitutes the second major difference from the findings of existing
studies. Where existing literature attributes behaviour to presumed universal
psychological characteristics of adolescents or accepts reasons given for behaviour
at face value [27,28], the findings here indicate that behaviour is shaped through the
ways situations are interpreted and meanings attached to actions. The fact that those
interviewed drew on values and language which appear distinctively Indigenous (e.g.,
‘shame’) and also on values and language which are clearly shared with non-
Indigenous young people (‘uncool’) points to the complexity of the cultural factors
involved.

Implications

The tendency to attribute danger to the action of others, to separate routine
behaviours of convenience and obligation, such as doubling, from questions of
safety, and their association of good riding with risk taking could usefully be taken
into account in planning road safety interventions. The social contexts, including the
clearly expressed sense of hostility between many of our adolescent participants and
figures of ‘white’ authority suggest that it is important that such interventions be seen
to emanate from within the Indigenous community itself, and that careful
consideration be given to methods of policing. Their accounts of racist aggression on
the roads (and other evidence of this) suggest the importance of addressing this
issue at the level of both education and policing. Finally, the almost complete
absence of detailed research about Indigenous young people’s bicycle riding, the
incidence and severity of crashes involving young Indigenous cyclists and the
significance of cultural factors in shaping the understandings underlying decision-
making on the road identified here all point to the need for further research in this
area.
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