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Abstract: Work zone areas are commonly known as crash-prone areas. Thus, they usually receive
high priority by road operators as drivers and workers have higher chances of being involved in
road crashes. The paper aims to investigate driving behavior in work zones using unsupervised
machine learning and vehicle kinematic data. A dataset of 67 participants was gathered through an
experiment using a driving simulator located at the Qatar Transportation and Traffic Safety Center
(QTTSC). The study considered two different work zone scenarios where the leftmost lane was closed
for maintenance. In the first scenario, drivers drove on the leftmost lane (Drive 1), while in the second,
they drove on the second leftmost lane (Drive 2). The results show that the number of aggressive
and conservative drivers was surprisingly more than normal drivers, as most participants either
cautiously drove through or failed to drive without being aggressive. The results also show that
drivers acted more aggressively in the leftmost lane rather than in the second leftmost lane. We also
found that female drivers and drivers with relatively little driving experience were more likely to be
aggressive as they drove through a work zone. The framework was found to be promising and can
help policymakers take optimal safety countermeasures in work zones during construction.

Keywords: driving behavior; work zone; vehicle kinematics; classification; unsupervised
machine learning

1. Introduction

Every 5.4 min a work zone-related crash happens according to the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) [1]; as such, work zone safety is considered a high priority for
research studies and transportation agencies [1–5]. The topic is not only a concern for
road travelers but also a serious concern for the workers in the work zones where they
are usually at a high risk of being injured in crashes with vehicles. Therefore, studying
work zone areas is important for researchers, policymakers, and transportation safety
engineers [6–8].

Many studies have discussed different aspects of the work zone. For example, Bharad-
waj et al. examined work zone events to identify the factors that affected crashes in work
zones [9]. Hamdar et al. defined some variables that affected work zone conditions and
situations [10]. Many other researchers observed different factors that affected the behavior
of drivers in work zone areas [10–12]. These factors included work zone configurations,
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road and traffic conditions, environment characteristics, weather conditions, and driver
behavior. In addition, the safety of work zones has been investigated in many studies [6,13]
because providing a safe work zone is one of the essential requirements when starting a
work zone [6].

A literature review revealed several generally studied aspects of the effect of driving
behavior on safety in work zones. For example, a framework investigated longitudinal
driving behavior, and the authors argued that the average driver speed was lower for short
work zones than for extended ones [10]. On the other hand, another study discussed the
relationship between the work zone activity and the average driver speed and that the
work zone with long longitudinal buffers can potentially increase crash risks [11]. Another
study also investigated if changing the traffic density may affect driving behavior [11];
the authors found that the work zone configuration, concentration, and geographical
location impacted driving behavior. Reyes and Khan investigated the barrier impact on
driving behavior [8] proving that drivers drove the fastest with concrete jersey barriers.
Bharadwaj et al. considered three types of barriers that may affect driving behavior in
work zones including using traditional cone pylons, metal barriers, or famous concrete
jersey barriers [9]. Wang and Meng suggested that the gender of the drivers has a high
impact on driving behavior. Middle-aged male drivers were found to be more likely to
engage in risky behavior than middle-aged female [14]. Further, the same study indicated
that rainy weather and poor light conditions on the roads were also associated with risky
driving behavior.

Moreover, other studies analyzed the road conditions near work zones and their
influence on driving behavior [6,10,15]. These characteristics included the total number
of work zone lanes, type of closed lanes, number of left lanes open for drivers to proceed
in work zones, and lane width. These factors are crucial for classifying driver behavior as
drivers tend to skip the closed lane and try to force themselves at the head of the queue.
This behavior leads to a high likelihood of a crash by creating turbulence in the lane of
traffic. Studies also aimed to understand driver merging behavior and its relationship
with the speed and traffic flow in work zone areas [16]. Moreover, a study built a model
to assess the crash risk of rear-end collisions and their impact in work zone areas [17].
The results suggest that there was a higher risk of a rear-end collision in the lane closer
to the work zone area. In addition to the work zone merging areas and configuration,
Bharadwaj et al. argued that the level of inattention of driving through work zones might
be higher than driving through other road infrastructures [9], which increases the chance
of causing crashes in work zones. Almallah et al. proposed an improved work zone layout
for highways using animated-based variable message signs (VMSs) [6]. They compared the
driver behavior in the proposed setting with the conventional work zone layout using a
driving simulator. They concluded that the VMS system yielded improved driver behavior
in terms of speed reduction and lane-changing maneuvers [6].

Previous studies used various methods for understanding driving behavior in general.
We can group these methods into two classes including statistical models and machine
learning-based models. In the case of the statistical models, the analysis of variance
(ANOVA) and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) were both used to identify
the impact of work zone configurations, road conditions, and traffic density on driving
behavior in work zones [10]. In [14], the authors studied the impact of truck percentage
and the capacity of road and lane configuration near work zones on driving behavior using
a multivariate regression model. In the case of machine learning models, although their
application in classifying driver behavior in work zones and in identifying risky behaviors
and influencing factors can be very promising, we believe this is still a gap in the literature.

Before we go further, it is worth defining the different driving behaviors from a work
zone perspective [18–21]. Conservative drivers were defined as those who drive at a lower
speed than the average operating speed of other vehicles in work zones and who had a
higher probability of making relatively slower lane-changing maneuvers if needed. Normal
drivers were defined as drivers who proceeded within the speed limit near work zones
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and made the lane-changing maneuvers, if needed, without accelerating or stopping if
they cannot complete the movement safely at their current speed. Aggressive drivers
are the ones who proceeded at a higher speed than the average operating speed in work
zones, making risky overtaking maneuvers and making relatively sudden lane-changing
maneuvers when they should have slowed down/stopped because the available distance
was not sufficiently safe to complete the lane-change maneuver; however, they decided to
accelerate to shorten the required distance.

In this study, an unsupervised machine learning technique was used to comprehen-
sively classify driving behavior in a work zone area. We classified the drivers into three
behaviors including aggressive, conservative, and normal. The dataset used in building
the model was the result of an experiment using the driving simulator located at the Qatar
Transportation and Traffic Safety Center (QTTSC) at the College of Engineering, Qatar
University. The driving simulator can collect various driving parameters [6]. This driving
simulator was tested in terms of subjective and objective validity in previous studies [22].
It is worth mentioning that different aspects of driving behavior can be validated using
this driving simulator including the relationship between driving speed perception and
actual speed [23]; geometric field of view [22]; Advanced Driving Assistance Systems
(ADASs) [24,25]. Moreover, most of the current studies that investigated the driving be-
havior in work zone areas used data collected by driving simulators [8,10,26]. Driving
simulators are considered as an appropriate and safe tool to test work zone interventions
to enhance road safety [8].

In general, several algorithms and techniques may be used to recognize driving behav-
ior. The machine learning method is roughly divided into supervised and unsupervised
learning approaches. For example, Ly et al. used a Support Vector Machine (SVM) as a
supervised method to explore the possibility of using the labeled vehicle’s inertial sensors
from the Controller Area Network (CAN) of a bus to build a profile of the drivers [27].
Assigning unknown data into categories by mining the underlying sources of unlabeled
data is called the Unsupervised Machine Learning method. For example, clustering and
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) from exploratory statistics were used to identify and
explain driver groupings according to their driving behavior [28]. However, the most used
methods in driving style classification are the Support Vector Machine (SVM) [29], Artificial
Neural Network (ANN) [30,31], Random Forest Decision [32], and K-means [33,34].

This study is organized as follows. After the introduction, the next section offers a
description of the data collection process, information on the scenario design, and presents
the adopted framework in this study. Next, the Analysis and Results section starts with the
results of the clusters, presents the clustering results for the two drive scenarios, discusses
the demographic characteristics of the drivers including education, gender, and number
of years of experience, and compares driver behavior classification and work zones and
intersections. Lastly, we conclude with the results and provide recommendations for
future work.

2. Materials and Methods

We used a dataset that was collected by a driving simulator located at the QTTSC at
Qatar University [6]. The study contained 67 participants who experienced two different
drives (i.e., scenarios) on a road with a speed limit of 100 km/h. This will be explained
further in the next sections.

2.1. Participants

Before inviting the participants, ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of Qatar University [6]. Participation announcements were spread
within the Qatar University community (i.e., students and staff members) and on social
media for the community outside the university. Less than 10% of the driver population
of Qatar are Qatari nationals, while the rest are internationals with various background



Sustainability 2022, 14, 15184 4 of 13

cultures and habits [35]. Furthermore, Qatar imposes heavy fines for speed violations,
where speed cameras are installed densely along highways and at most intersections [36].

In total, sixty-nine individuals with valid Qatari drivers’ licenses participated in
the experiment voluntarily. Two participants could not complete the experiment due to
simulation sickness and hence were removed from the analyses. Therefore, data were
analyzed for 67 participants (46 males and 21 females). The age of the participants ranged
from 18 to 68 years, averaging 24.84 years (SD: 8.3 years). Next, the driving experience of
the participants ranged from 1 to 49 years (Mean: 5.58; SD: 7.1 years) [6].

2.2. Scenarios Design

The experiment contained two test drives, each of around 16 km long. The simulation
environment of both test drives was designed to mimic the Doha Expressway in the state
of Qatar, with a speed limit of 100 km/h [6]. Each test drive included two work zone
locations where the temporary posted speed limit was dropped from 100 km/h to 80 km/h.
Therefore, this experiment exposed each participant to four different work zone locations
(i.e., two leftmost lanes and two second leftmost lanes). In the first scenario, drivers were
asked to drive on the leftmost lane (Drive 1). They were instructed to drive on the leftmost
lane until they felt a need to change lanes. In the second scenario, the drivers were asked to
drive on the second leftmost lane (Drive 2). In this scenario, a preprogrammed vehicle was
triggered in a way to drive on the leftmost lane, remain in front of the participant’s car, and
change lanes to the second leftmost lane when the participant’s car approached [6]. Filler
pieces were included in the middle of the work zones to reduce the learning effects [6].

2.3. Data Collection Procedure

Each participant was asked to sign an informed consent form by agreeing to transfer
the right to use the data for research purposes. Next, they were asked to fill in a pretest
questionnaire capturing the demographic characteristics followed by a short (5 to 10 min)
warm-up drive in the simulator to get used to it [6]. Before the test drives, each participant
was informed about their right to quit the experiment at any time and for any reason.
Furthermore, they were instructed to drive as normally as they would in the real world.
Afterward, each participant drove both test drives in a randomized order with a short break.
During the test drives, the driving-related data, such as speed, acceleration/deceleration,
lateral position, spacing with leading vehicles, and lane-changing maneuvers were collected
using STISIM Drive® software integrated with CalPot32 [6].

2.4. Framework

In order to classify the driving behavior in work zones, we adopted a framework
that we previously developed in [34]. The framework was used to classify the driving
behavior at signalized intersection. In this study, we used the same main components
of the framework but on a different road infrastructure (i.e., work zones). The first step
of the framework was extracting features from the trajectory data of each driver using
volatility measures, which have been used in many studies [34,37–39] as significant safety
parameters to identify the behavior of drivers. It was also found that the higher the value
of the volatility measures the more likely the driver is unstable and risky and thus more
aggressive [34,37–40]. We used ten different volatility measures as shown in Table 1. Second,
we used these extracted features as input for an unsupervised machine learning algorithm
to cluster the behavior of each driver in the work zone. In this study, we used the K-means
algorithm, which was used successfully in previous studies [34].
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Table 1. Volatility Measures (where V: Speed; Dlong: Longitudinal Deceleration; Along: Longitudinal
Acceleration; and ADlong : Longitudinal Deceleration or Acceleration).

Volatility Measure Description Equation

DV1 Standard deviation of speed
√

∑N
i=1(Vi−V)

2

N

DV2
Standard deviation of longitudinal deceleration

or acceleration

√
∑N

i=1(ADlongi−ADlong)
2

N

DV3 Coefficient of variation of speed
100×

√
∑N

i=1(Vi−V)2

N
V

DV4 Coefficient of variation of longitudinal acceleration
100×

√
∑N

i=1(Alongi
−Along)

2

N
Along

DV5 Coefficient of variation of longitudinal deceleration
100×

√
∑N

i=1(Dlongi
−Dlong)

2

N
Dlong

DV6 Mean absolute deviation of speed ∑N
i=1|Vi−V|

N

DV7 Mean absolute deviation of longitudinal acceleration ∑N
i=1|Alongi−Along|

N

DV8 Quantile coefficient of variation of normalized speed 100× QV3
−QV1

QV3
+QV1

, where Q1 and Q3 are the

sample 25th and 75th percentiles.

DV9
Quantile coefficient of variation of

longitudinal acceleration 100×
QAlong3

−QAlong1
QAlong3

+QAlong1

DV10
Quantile coefficient of variation of

longitudinal deceleration 100×
QDlong3

−QDlong1
QDlong3

+QDlong1

2.5. K-Means Algorithm

The K-means algorithm is an unsupervised machine learning technique. It aims to
partition n observations into k clusters, in which each observation belongs to the cluster so
that each group of observations clusters around the nearest centroid [40]. The outcome of
the K-means algorithm is a group of clusters with corresponding centroids to minimize the
following error function [41]:

E =
k

∑
i=1

∑
x€Ci

d(x, µ(Ci))

where C1, C2, · · · , Ck are the number of clusters k; µ(Ci) is the centroid of the cluster Ci,
and d(x, µ(Ci)) is the distance between the observation n and the centroid µ(Ci). In this
study, the Euclidean Distance was used. If x = {x1, x2, · · · , xn} and µ = {µ1, µ2, · · · , µn} are
the points and the clusters’ centroids, respectively, the Euclidean Distance from x to µ can
be computed as follows:

d =

√
n

∑
k=1

(xk − µk)
2

Assuming D as the dataset, the steps to implement K-means can be described as follows:
Step 1: Randomly determine initial values for centroids (C1, C2, · · · , Ck) from D.
Step 2: Use Euclidean Distance to assign observations to clusters that have nearest

centroids (min d).
Step 3: Based on the outcome, recalculate the centroids of the new clusters based on

the mean observations in each cluster.
Step 4: Reassign observations to the nearest new clusters based on the calculated

centroids in Step 3.
Step 5: Repeat Steps 3 and 4 until no significant deviation in the error function.
Step 6: Report the outcomes.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 15184 6 of 13

The K-means algorithm offers many advantages that make it suitable for the proposed
framework, including that it is relatively simple to implement and interpret its results, can
be straightforwardly scaled to larger datasets, guarantees convergence as the iterations
proceed, and can be easily generalized to different cluster datasets and situations.

3. Analysis and Results

Volatility measures for each of the 67 participants were found for each of the two
drives. We applied standardization on the data as part of the clustering preparation. We
clustered the data using K-means assuming three clusters k = 3, each referring to the three
different styles: aggressive, conservative, and normal. The different styles were determined
based on previous studies that focused on driving style classification [42–45]. Next, we ran
the K-means algorithm and classified each driver using the three resulting clusters.

Each resulting cluster represented a different driving style. Python was used as a tool
to build and execute the framework including using the K-means clustering algorithm to
cluster the drivers into the three different driving styles. Each cluster was labelled as Cluster
1, 2, and 3, indicating conservative, aggressive, and normal driving styles, respectively.
In order to identify the resulting clusters, we used the mean values of the classification
features (i.e., centers). Higher driving volatility denoted higher driving instability and thus
more aggressiveness [34,37–40]. The scaled cluster centers using the ten features are shown
in Table 2, while Figure 1 shows the radar charts for those clusters. The axles that start
from the center of the charts represent the ten volatility measures, where the length of the
bar is equal to the value of the corresponding measure for each represented cluster. As
shown in Figure 1, each cluster is represented as a region, where the larger the region the
higher the values of the volatility measures. In that sense, we assigned the large region
to aggressive driving behavior (Cluster 2), medium to normal (Cluster 3), and small to
conservative (Cluster 1).

Table 2. Values of Cluster Centers.

Cluster 1
(Conservative)

Cluster 2
(Aggressive)

Cluster 3
(Normal)

DV1 −0.457 1.5604 −0.517
DV2 −0.611 0.241 0.692
DV3 −0.408 1.633 −0.257
DV4 0.676 −0.371 −0.715
DV5 −0.572 0.04 0.739
DV6 −0.445 1.582 −1.84
DV7 −0.355 −0.0605 0.501
DV8 −0.315 1.243 −0.190
DV9 0.531 −0.078 −0.666
DV10 −0.151 −0.302 0.349

By applying the Principal Component Analysis (PCA), we represented the clusters in
a two-dimensional space (see Figure 2). The results show that the clusters were reasonable,
and drivers were grouped into aggressive, normal, and conservative. The aggressive (green)
and conservative (purple) driving behaviors were more congested than the normal (red)
driving behavior, which means most of the participants can be classified into these two
clusters. This shows that most participants either cautiously drove through the work zones
or failed to drive without taking aggressive maneuvers. We also performed a Silhouette
Coefficient Analysis to study the separation distance between the resulting clusters. We
found that the Silhouette coefficient was about 0.32. This means that the three clusters
could be considered relatively compact within the cluster to which it belonged but not very
far away from the other clusters.
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3.1. Clustering Results of Drive Scenarios

Apart from profiling the behavior of drivers travelling through work zones, the study
also investigated the difference in driving behavior in two traffic scenarios (i.e., drives),
where in one scenario drivers used the leftmost lane (Drive 1) to traverse through the
work zone, while in the second one, drivers used the second leftmost lane (Drive 2). We
investigated the impact of driving through the two different drives or situations on driving
behavior for the participants using K-means and assuming k = 3. Figure 3 shows the
clusters of each driver for the two drives. It shows the number and percent of drivers
whose behavior changed or stayed the same while driving in the leftmost lane (Drive 1)
and the second leftmost lane (Drive 2). About 30% of the participants were classified as
being conservative in Drive 1 and Drive 2, while about 22% of them were classified as being
aggressive in both driving scenarios. However, only about 6% of the drivers kept their
normal behavior as they drove through the two driving scenarios. Notably, about 13% of
the aggressive drivers in Drive 1 were classified as conservative in Drive 2, and about 7% of
the conservative drivers in Drive 1 changed their behavior to become aggressive in Drive 2.
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3 (4%)

5 (7%)

Figure 3. Results of classifying participants for the two drives.

Because work zones on roads and highways during the maintenance and construction
phases create unusual driving environments by significantly decreasing highway capacity
and increasing the crash risk, the results show that most drivers either approached the work
zone cautiously or overreacted. The results show that there were slightly more aggressive
(green) drivers and less conservative (purple) drivers in Drive 1 than in Drive 2, which
means that the drivers acted more aggressively if they were in the leftmost lane rather than
the second leftmost lane. In the leftmost lane, the drivers tended to brake harder and had
to use an opportunity to change their lane. In the second leftmost lane, the drivers did not
need to change their lane; however, they might have needed to slow down for the lane
changers from the leftmost lane, which increased the number of conservative drivers in
Drive 2.

3.2. Analysis of Driver Characteristics

Before the experiment, each participant was asked to fill in a pretest questionnaire
capturing the demographic characteristics including education, gender, and number of
years of experience as shown in Figures 4–6, respectively. We performed a t-test to compare
the means of the two Drives and to determine whether they were different from one
another. We found that the p-values in the three demographic characteristics including
education, gender, and number of years of experience were less than 0.05, which means
there were significant differences between Drive 1 and Drive 2. In terms of the participants’
education, we found that the number of aggressive drivers with bachelor’s degrees in
Drive 1 (i.e., leftmost lane) was higher than Drive 2 (i.e., second leftmost lane). We found
that in the second leftmost lane, most of the drivers tended to have conservative driving
behavior. In contrast, the number of conservative drivers with a high school education in
Drive 1 was more than in Drive 2, where most drivers tended to be aggressive.

In terms of gender, we found that most female drivers were grouped in the aggressive
driving behavior category, while male drivers were grouped in the conservative driving
behavior category. This means that a female is more likely to be aggressive while driving
through a work zone than a male, who is more likely to have conservative driving behavior.
Usually, males are more aggressive than females as shown in the literature [46,47]. However,
in some of the previous studies, it was found that females tend to be more aggressive than
males in the Gulf Arab Countries (GACs), such as the state of Qatar [48]. In the case of
driving experience, we found that drivers with more driving experience tended to be less
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aggressive and have conservative driving behavior. Drivers with relatively little driving
experience were more likely to be aggressive as they drove through a work zone [49].
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To conclude the main findings, we found that a female is more likely to be more
aggressive driving through a work zone than a male in Qatar. We also argue that drivers
with relatively little driving experience are more likely to be aggressive as they drive
through a work zone.

3.3. Driving Behavior Classification between Work Zones and Intersections

We found in this study that in work zones, drivers might be triggered to act abnormally
due to the unusual configuration and environment of the road in work zone areas. This
explains why in this study most of the participants were classified as either aggressive
or conservative. Most participants either cautiously drove through the work zones or
failed to drive without being aggressive. We believe that classifying driver behavior shows
the impact of various road segments, configurations, environments, and infrastructures
on the behavior of drivers. In [34], the drivers were classified based on their behavior at
signalized intersections using data of 66 drivers extracted from the same simulator installed
at Qatar University that was used in this study. Drivers experienced and tested two traffic
signals conditions at six intersections. The conclusion was that the participants can be
classified into the same three styles: conservative, normal, and aggressive driving behaviors.
However, most of the participants driving through intersections were considered as normal
drivers in terms of their behavior, in contrast to the findings of this study. At a typical road
section in urban areas, which may include highways and intersections, there are usually
not enough stimuli that might evoke abnormal behavior (i.e., aggressive or conservative)
from drivers. Driver behavior and characteristics are influential contributing factors to
traffic crashes. Incorporating these factors with infrastructure-related factors in the adopted
traffic policies will decrease the crash severity and frequency.

4. Conclusions

This study applied a framework of unsupervised machine learning to classify the
driving behavior in work zone areas into three styles, namely, aggressive, conservative, and
normal using vehicle kinematic data. A dataset of 67 participants (46 males and 21 females)
was collected by a driving simulator located at the QTTSC at Qatar University. The study
considered two different scenarios, where drivers were asked to drive on the leftmost lane
(Drive 1) or were asked to drive on the second leftmost lane (Drive 2). The framework
was found to be promising in classifying driving behavior into the three styles. The results
show that the clusters were reasonable, and the clusters for aggressive and conservative
driving behavior were surprisingly more congested than for normal driving behavior. This
shows that most of the participants either cautiously drove through the work zones or they
failed to drive without taking aggressive maneuvers. The results also show that there were
slightly more aggressive drivers and fewer conservative ones in Drive 1 than in Drive 2,
which means that the drivers acted more aggressively if they were on the leftmost lane
where the maintenance/construction activities were taking place rather than on the second
leftmost lane. In the leftmost lane, the drivers tended to brake harder and had to use an
opportunity to change their lane. In the second leftmost lane, the drivers did not need to
change their lane; however, they might have needed to slow down for the lane changers
from the leftmost lane, which increased the number of conservative drivers in Drive 2. In
terms of the drivers’ characteristics, we found that a female was more likely to be more
aggressive when driving through a work zone than a male, who was more likely to be
conservative. We also discovered that drivers with relatively little driving experience were
more likely to be aggressive as they drove through a work zone. Finally, the results of this
study and the insights will be very beneficial in helping policymakers and traffic engineers
to take the optimal safety countermeasures in work zones during construction.

There are some considerations for future work. First, increasing the sample size of
the drivers might enrich and strengthen the results of the study and lead to other insights.
Second, this study was performed on a highway with a 100 km/h operating speed. Investi-
gating the effect of work zones on driving behavior on lower-speed roads, such as arterials
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and collectors, might indicate other results and enhance the understanding of driving
behavior in work zones. Finally, investigating other work zone configurations including
the work zone on a different lane (e.g., the rightmost lane), will provide researchers and
policymakers with the needed insights to determine the optimal safety countermeasures.
Classifying driver behavior reveals the impact of different road infrastructures on the
behavior of drivers, which can decrease crash severity and frequency if related policies
were adopted.
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