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T
he streets and freeways of California are
rife with a particular species: The “traffic ex-
pert.” These people are not researchers at
UCLA or analysts at Caltrans, but normal driv-
ers who, possessed with the small diploma known
as a driver’s license, tend to consider themselves sage
observers of all that goes on through the windshield. They’ll tell

you they know the “cures” for congestion, who the “best” and “worst” drivers are
and which traffic laws don’t happen to apply to them (e.g., cellphones should be
prohibited, but only when used by other drivers).

But given that most of us have about as much knowledge of the actual traffic
code as we do of the laws of algebra (which we also last studied when we were
teens), and given that humans are prone to gaps in their perceptual systems and
a dizzying array of cognitive biases in their decision-making processes, and given
that traffic is a large, fast and dynamic system, of which we can only observe a
small part at any one time, we should take the self-styled traffic experts with a bit
of amber-tinted caution. 

Even though it’s true that the average American in 2005 spent 38 hours annu-
ally stuck in traffic, we don’t know nearly as much as we think we do. Try to pic-
ture, for instance, the white stripes that divide the lanes on a major highway. How
long would you guess they are? How much space would you say lies between each
stripe? When I was asked this question, I guessed 5 feet, with maybe 15 feet be-
tween. But in fact, while the exact length varies, the U.S. standard calls for 10 feet,
though depending on the speed limit of the road, the stripes might be as long as 12
to 14 feet. Seen from above, in most cases, it is 
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INSIDE

Most people, especially in L.A., think
they know how to drive. But do they
really know what drives traffic?


