Enveloping the research evidence: how can policing deliver effective warning letters in a roads policing context?

Abstract
Warning letters are used in response to various forms of traffic offending in the UK, and are perhaps one of the most likely unsolicited encounters that a member of the public will have with policing. Despite this, there is a lack of research bringing together theoretical insight relevant to the development of letters as a form of public/policing interaction. This paper draws on relevant theory and research to guide the practical design and delivery of letters. It considers how behaviour change, nudge theory, social norming approaches, the concepts of instrumental and normative compliance, and procedural justice, can be used to guide the use of warning letters as a common outcome of roads policing-related encounters with the public. The paper ends with a discussion of practical opportunities for applying the learning to the (re-) development of letters. 
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The problem and response
Road traffic collisions are a leading cause of death and injury worldwide, killing approximately 1.19 million people each year (WHO, 2023). Despite having one of the lowest fatal collision records in the world, even in Great Britian (GB) there were 1,602 deaths resulting from road traffic collisions (RTCs) and a further 128,272 injuries in 2024 (DfT, 2025a). It is widely recognised that driver behaviour contributes to most RTCs resulting in death and injury (WHO, 2023). It is therefore logical that there are legal restrictions to road user behaviour, particularly in relation to the most commonly fatal behaviours; exceeding the speed limit, using a handheld mobile phone while driving, failing to wear a seatbelt, and drink/drug driving[footnoteRef:1]. The number of identified contraventions of these traffic laws dwarfs most other crime categories (Home Office, 2024; ONS, 2023), with over 3 million motoring offences resulting in a fixed penalty notice in GB in 2023. This does not include those offences that were identified and responded to in some other way, such as a roadside warning from a police officer or warning letter received in the post, and of course it does not include the millions of offences that remain completely undetected. [1:  These actions are legally prohibited in England and Wales, although there are variations in legal prohibition and limits globally. ] 

In recent years, the use of letters warning drivers and riders about their behaviour seems to have increased. Warnings (because they tend not to result in any kind of official ‘record’ or consequences) require a lesser burden of proof relative to other responses allowing problematic behaviour to be responded to before it reaches a threshold for traditional intervention and are therefore a method of reducing or preventing risk ‘upstream’. Generally speaking, they are also less resource-intensive than other forms of response. Physical, paper, letters (as the mode of delivery of the warning message) might appear somewhat archaic but remain the most feasible option for contacting offenders in this context given that it is not a legal requirement to register a phone number or email address in the same way it is to keep an address up-to-date.. 
[bookmark: _Hlk211104888]Availability of data regarding the use of this type of informal justice, in any context, is limited. What research there is into the use of 'warning letters' shows understandably mixed results (see Linos et al, 2024, for a summary). In part, this is because the concept is flexible enough (perhaps ill-defined enough) to be used in a range of contexts, on a range of different subjects, so meaningful comparisons would require in-depth deconstructions of each methodology. In the road safety context, it has been found, for example, that the effect of letters on subsequent accidents and moving violations depends on age, with the tone of the letter also important (Jones, 1997). Epperson and Harano (1975) found that warning letters were correlated with lower subsequent collisions, but not convictions. Another early study found that 'traffic safety materials' produced no positive effects as ‘neither the topic nor the tailoring of the material had any effect on subsequent driving record’ (Anderson, 1978: 81). More recently, however, Bates et al. (2025) found that, for drivers aged over 25, letters, accompanying a formal traffic infringement notice, informed by academic theory secured better outcomes for speeding offences than those that were not. 
Amidst this complexity in research findings, what seems clear is that the use of warning letters in road safety contexts, by policing (and related organisations), is likely to continue, if not increase. In recent years, public reporting of other driver and rider behaviour (such as via processes such as ‘OpSnap’) has grown as technology has become more effective and affordable, with many police forces now having established online portals for public uploading of evidence from journey cams to report traffic offences (Wells & Amietta, 2024). Although these public-reported offences can attract a range of different disposals, a warning letter is a possible, or even in some forces the most likely, outcome of journey cam reporting (Greater Manchester Police, 2024; West Mercia Police, 2023). Community Speed Watch (CSW), where public volunteers detect speeding drivers specifically, results in a warning letter being sent to the registered keeper of eligible vehicles. Data is patchy, but over 21,000 such letters were sent between 2013 and 2017 by forces operating as part of the ‘CSW Online’ organisation (CSW Online, n.d.), over 36,000 letters were sent in Wiltshire between 2019 and 2021 (Wiltshire Police, 2021), and over 17,000 letters were sent in Devon and Cornwall in 2023 (Vision Zero South West, 2024). Despite early indications that this approach can influence driver behaviour (Savigar-Shaw, 2024), there has been a lack of formal evaluation of its contribution to road safety, and problematically, there is no consistency in the use of research evidence to inform such outcome letters.
Warning letters are also central to Operation Tutelage, with over 700,000 letters sent to registered keepers of vehicles that do not appear to be insured according to the Motor Insurers’ Database between 2020 and 2023 (GoSafe, n.d.; Motor Insurers’ Bureau (MIB), 2024). These letters warn the keeper of the requirement to insure their vehicle and remind them to do so. These letters, unusually, were informed by academic research relating to behaviour change techniques, nudge theory and procedural justice (MIB, 2021) and reportedly have an almost 80% success rate in getting keepers to insure their vehicle (MIB, 2023). These findings, which resulted from an independent academic evaluation, suggest an overwhelming value to the use of letters when guided by academic theory and literature. 

The role of this paper
[bookmark: _Hlk211105990][bookmark: _Hlk211105464]It should not be surprising, however, that warning letters used in this context do not always make the most of the available relevant research. Whilst there is a wealth of multifaceted, complex academic literature and theory concerning efforts to change behaviour, this is likely to be inaccessible to practitioners. This paper aims to bring together these insights to guide the (re-)development of warning letters as an outcome of roads policing-related encounters with the public. This is important because interactions with offending drivers via non-face-to-face, written, communication are perhaps one of the most likely unsolicited encounters that a member of the public will have with ‘the police’. Whilst worthy of research attention for this reason alone, warning letters are largely overlooked, despite being a significant method through which driver behaviour change is attempted. This paper attempts to address that gap by exploring how research insights can inform the content and delivery of warning messages, with a view to helping practitioners utilise this method in ways that have the best chance of effectively influencing behaviour. 

Behaviour change theory
Psychological and criminological theories regarding behavioural change often emphasise the importance of attitudes, confidence, environment, social influences, and/or behavioural intention (for example, Ajzen, 1991; Prochaska & DiClemente, 1997; Rogers, 1975). Merging much theoretical learning, Michie et al. (2011) proposed the COM-B model. This model highlights the importance of individual physical and psychological knowledge, skill and strength (Capability), with environmental factors and social influences (Opportunity), alongside conscious planning and automated impulses (Motivation) to produce effects (Behaviour). It recognises that even if an individual has a motivation to change behaviour, without skilled capability or support in those opportunities, they may fail to achieve success. Although outcome letters are limited in their ability to inform all these factors, there are opportunities that can be embraced within each of the branches of the COM-B model. 
Capability 
Psychological capability may be enhanced through increased knowledge of relevant legislation. Drivers may not be fully aware of how to ‘read’ speed limits (where there are no signs, for example), or of the specifics of legislation prohibiting phone use (including while stopped at traffic lights, for example). As such, warning letters can enhance capability in simple ways by providing basic information about il/legality. They should focus on the specific offence for which the warning is being issued, as the greater the link between the information being presented and the action identified, the stronger the level of relevance and therefore the greater the likelihood of resonating with the information presented (Masthoff & Vassileva, 2023).  
Importantly, enhancing psychological capability can also help to guide behaviour in positive ways that may not be communicated by legislation For example, if the offence about which the recipient is being warned is handheld mobile phone use, a warning letter should be used to educate about the dangers of handsfree phone use and thus avoid displacement effects (Briggs et al., 2011; Savigar-Shaw et al., 2022). Similarly, speeding drivers (defined as those exceeding the speed limit) should be encouraged to choose an appropriate speed in future, not just a legal speed.
Opportunity
Environmental and social factors can also be leveraged by outcome letters, as social norms have been found to be key to informing road user behaviour. This happens in two ways: descriptive norms inform behaviour through tapping into perceptions of what other people do on the roads (Carter et al., 2014; Moller & Haustein, 2014) and injunctive norms inform behaviour through perceptions of what is socially expected or accepted on the roads (Simons-Morton et al., 2014). Importantly for outcome letters, therefore, is the notion that behaviour can be informed by what drivers think other people do and accept. This is particularly pertinent where such letters are the outcome of community-public efforts such as online submission of footage by road users, or CSW. In such cases, letters can stress that recipients’ actions have been identified by as unacceptable by their peers specifically. 
Problematically for social norms-based approaches, however, many drivers do indeed break traffic laws; in some circumstances, speeding is statistically normal (Wells, 2011), and the majority of young people admit to using a mobile phone while driving (RAC, 2024a). Offending road users would therefore be accurate in their thinking that other people break the law. This approach therefore relies on identifying where the offender is in the minority, through framing that focuses on the fact that only a small proportion of drivers are actually observed using a handheld mobile phone while driving (DfT, 2024), a minority of drivers are actually observed exceeding the speed limit on all road types (DfT, 2025b) and this number has been reducing over the last seven years (DfT, 2025b), and there is widespread social disapproval for traffic offences (for example DfT, 2021; RAC, 2024).  
Where the information is available, highlighting to recipients that most people who receive a letter are not subsequently identified engaging in the problematic behaviour again[footnoteRef:2] (CoP, 2025) also taps into normative expectations in response to an outcome letter. There are, therefore, statistics and perspectives that can be used to rebut general perceptions of commonality and acceptance related to certain types of traffic offending, thereby challenging any sense that society endorses problematic behaviour.  [2:  Where there is force-level evidence of this. This is different to making assumptions about future frequency of actual offending and instead refers to the number of individuals identified on a further occasion for this offence, with this outcome. ] 

Motivation
Finally, outcome letters may be used to guide two distinct but interrelated forms of conscious planning that underpin reflective motivation; efforts to achieve incentives, or to avoid consequences. Safe driving incentives may include lower insurance premiums, more efficient fuel consumption, and less vehicle deterioration, all of which can be communicated via outcome letter, and will appeal to those motivated by financial concerns particularly. For some, however, more immediate incentives such as assuming speeding will mean they reach a destination quicker, or multi-tasking by taking a phone call while driving, may override any suggested longer-term and more remote benefits.  External personal and societal pressures such as work or family life may feel more pressing and ‘real’ (Savigar, 2019) so incentivisation can be linked here, too (for example value of a ‘clean’ driving license for employment, or modelling good behaviour on the roads to children to help keep them safe). This mix of incentives are difficult to convey in a single letter given the array of potentially influential factors, and given that the ‘angle’ that might work with any particular recipient is unknown. However, there are opportunities for presenting additional information through complementary information, discussed later in this paper.
Consequences, on the other hand, include physical harm to oneself and/or others as well as the financial and penalty points associated with offending. Although an over-use of fear-based information to portray consequences is problematic (Box, 2023; Lewis et al., 2007), there is a body of well-established literature that points to instrumental compliance as a significant factor guiding behaviour on the roads. That is, some drivers are motivated to drive in accordance with the law because they do not want to experience the risks associated with offending (Tyler, 1990). These risks can be stressed in outcome letters, but there are factors likely to inform their value. 
Deterrence theory emphasises that certainty of detection, severity of consequences, and swiftness of response are key to whether a behaviour will be deterred (Davey & Freeman, 2011; Freeman et al., 2016). The perceived certainty of experiencing detection may be amplified by emphasising in outcome letters the range of measures that are used to identify offending behaviour. For most police force areas, this now includes public reporting through initiatives such as OpSnap where the public use of cameras means, effectively, any vehicle might be able to detect offending. This approach has been described as making drivers the ‘eyes and ears’ of policing, with ‘every car a potential cop car’. Offences such as speeding can be identified by CSW volunteers, fixed speed cameras, and mobile speed camera vans. Reminding drivers of the range of ways that their offending behaviour can be identified may mean that they perceive detection as being more likely. This is beneficial given that detection likelihood has been found to be the strongest driving factor in deterring illegal driver behaviour (Varet et al., 2021). Ensuring that drivers are aware of penalty escalation, for example where (as CSW schemes often suggest) a first identified offence may result in a letter but a second/third identified offence may result in a visit from the police, may increase the perceived risk in any risk-benefit analysis. The perceived swiftness of response may merely be influenced by the speed at which the identified offence has been responded to, and therefore it is also important that outcome letters are received as soon as practically possible (Dusek and Traxler, 2024). 
Research has suggested that a failure to identify and respond appropriately to road offender behaviour can produce as ‘emboldening effect’ (Bates and Anderson, 2021) as a result of punishment avoidance (Stafford & Warr, 1993). Indeed, efforts to tackle punishment avoidance have been considered central to improvements in problematic road user behaviours such as speeding (Huang et al., 2023). Warning letters are a means of indicating to drivers that ‘the authorities’ know about their offending behaviour, and therefore have the potential to play a key deterrent role.

Normative commitment to safe driving 
Efforts to tackle behaviour that focus on penalties and incentives through rational risk-benefit analysis assume that drivers are motivated by instrumental compliance. In other words, they assume that driver actions are guided by maximising gain and minimising loss (Tyler, 1990), and they therefore seek to avoid being caught and/or experiencing harm. Motivation, as an element of the COM-B behaviour change model, on the other hand, may also come from normative sources. Rather than being motivated to avoid risk, drivers may be motivated to align with moral and social expectations, and behave in a way they consider to be right (Bradford et al., 2015). This type of compliance is valuable as it does not concern itself with resource-intensive detection and responses to inappropriate behaviour for people to be suitably deterred. It also provides opportunities for engaging drivers who hold crash- or detection-related optimism bias and believe their likelihood of experiencing loss (of whichever kind) is worth the risk. Normative commitment has also been considered a longer-term behavioural influence than an instrumental fear of risk or penalties (Laurent et al., 2023; Paternoster, 2010) as it originates from within the individual and effectively ‘immunises’ them from offending anywhere regardless of the likelihood of detection. 
Considering the perspective of others, rather than merely oneself, may provide additional means for generating normative commitment as it allows drivers to consider moral connections they have to others. Emphasising perspectives of others detracts from a focus on the self and associated defensive processing (Clarke et al., 2005) and instead targets altruistic motivations to behave safely (Batson et al., 1997). Presenting this in a way which emphasises broader harms of problematic behaviour on others beyond crash impact, such as the fear that close passing imposes on horse riders and pedestrians, challenges those who attempt to neutralise their behaviour with claims to an absence of victims (Matza and Sykes, 1957). This may be particularly important for those with a self-enhancement bias who consider themselves better and/or safer drivers than others (McKenna et al. 1991; Harré and Sibley 2007). 

Building legitimacy 
A further key influence on normative commitment is perceptions of legitimacy (Watson-Brown et al., 2024). Legitimacy derives from perceptions that legal authorities are appropriate, just and have a recognised right to govern (Coicaud, 2002). Perception of police legitimacy is seen to be a greater predictor of legal compliance than fear of punishment (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003) or enforcement outcomes (Tyler & Huo, 2002). Procedural justice refers to the fairness associated with police processes and procedures (Tyler, 1990). It has four key tenets that inform the procedural justness of an interaction with authority; the trustworthiness of the authority, the level of respect shown, the neutrality of decision-making, and opportunities to voice views. People who believe that an experience (even one that involves them offending and being contacted by authority) has been procedurally just are therefore more likely to comply in future.
Although legitimacy and procedural justice research has tended to focus upon direct face-to-face interactions with the police (Wells et al, 2023), outcome letters are a form of police ‘interaction’ and Bates et al. (2025) highlight the importance of implementing this in such interactions. Within letters, firstly, trustworthiness can be conveyed through explanation of why the activity was taking place and the rigorous process resulting in this outcome. Secondly, a general sense of respect can be presented through the tone and language used. Thirdly, neutrality can be evidenced through transparency and clear detailing of the offence that has been committed and how it was identified. Fourthly, voice can be offered by providing contact details for the issuing authority, enabling dialogue. The absence of opportunities to voice has been identified as a reason for opposition from some drivers to automated speed enforcement (Wells, 2012). 
But legitimacy and procedural justice are complicated concepts to explore in policing efforts that result in outcome letters. This is because they involve utilising public volunteers to undertake a key aspect of the policing role – identifying offending. Such practices/individuals are often criticised for their intentions and lack of perceived credibility (Bristol Post, 2022; Savigar-Shaw, 2024), with a potential impact on general perceptions of legitimacy. Furthermore, their work is situated in a context where the law and law enforcement are frequently criticised (Wells, 2012). Of value, Murphy et al. (2009) found that where the legitimacy of the law is questioned, procedural justice plays an even greater role in generating compliance. Outcome letters may therefore provide valuable opportunities to guide notions of legal and process legitimacy in this arena, although further work could usefully consider the role of volunteers as only representatives of policing in terms of the effect on perceived procedural justice and police legitimacy. 

Resistance
Resistance to strategies to tackle problematic road user behaviour manifests in various ways (Wells et al., 2021). Much of this can be understood through reference to a belief in personal skill superiority relative to others (Delhomme, 1991; Harre & Sibley, 2007), crash-risk optimism relative to others (Dejoy, 1989), and personal experience of risk-avoidance (Terum & Svartdal, 2019). Combined, these factors can lead to a psychological distancing from the consequences of risky driving behaviour. When objects or events are considered psychologically far away, in time, physical space, social space and/or likelihood of certainty, they are seen as more abstract and therefore less relatable (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Spence et al., 2011). Given that drivers often consider themselves safer, less likely to crash and more skilled in avoiding crashes despite performing risky actions, it could be considered that drivers have a tendency towards psychologically distancing from negative events. As Wells (2012) argues, drivers conduct daily experiments in risk and almost always return home safely, contributing to the belief that they can drive in dangerous ways and ‘get away with it’.
Furthermore, drivers may experience moral disengagement, allowing them to undertake actions they would otherwise themselves see as problematic (Bandura, 1999). Moral disengagement takes place through processes of psychological self-regulation, including justifying the behaviour as comparatively minor to other behaviours, blaming others, or dehumanising the potentially at-risk (Bandura, 1999). Similar processes are explained through techniques of neutralisation by Sykes & Matza (1957). These notions of moral disengagement and techniques of neutralisation accord with findings that most drivers recognise the risks of the problematic driver actions, including those resulting in outcome letters and yet admit to performing them themselves (e.g., RAC, 2024b). 
Outcome letters provide an opportunity for personalised messaging which bring the risks of problematic driver behaviour psychologically closer by challenging the recipient’s problematic behaviour directly, and emphasising the crash-risk associated with it. Indeed, efforts to outline risks and consequences of action must have personal relevance to avoid them being considered relevant to other drivers rather than oneself. Specificity to offence (perhaps even with a time, date and location, and even a picture of the vehicle), rather than a generalised outcome letter, supports this notion of personal relevance. Furthermore, pointing drivers to simulations and interactive activities that allow drivers to personally undertake risky action and realise the limitations of their capabilities (Briggs et al., 2023) are likely to meaningfully complement letters, and could be linked via a QR code.

Nudging 
Nudge theory emphasises the importance of directing people to healthy behaviours without restricting freedom of choice (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Nudges are efforts to adapt the choice architecture in a way that is likely to influence what people do. Key to this theory is that there are certain actions that happen because of automatic, intuitive cognitive processes, known as System 1 thinking (Kahneman, 2011). These actions require little or no effort and are distinct to the slow, deliberate and rational decision-making processes of System 2 (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). System 1, automatic cognitive processes are informed by heuristics, or mental shortcuts, that simplify complex information related to decision-making, and it is these that are targeted by nudges. Nudge theory also emphasises the importance of reducing ‘friction’, or making positive behavioural choices easier and simpler (Luo et al., 2023). 
Practical guidance that makes it easier to adopt safe driver behaviours include recommending using a messaging system that alerts drivers of upcoming MOT expiry (meaning that drivers do not need to think about remembering that date) or installing an app that automatically prevents mobile phone connectivity when driving (meaning that drivers do not have to actively think about putting their phone out of reach and the automatic process of responding to a phone call is avoided). 
Furthermore, including a QR code that takes the recipient to signposted information, a form for completion, or a contact address for queries, will be more likely to generate action than a website or email address which, when included in a physical letter, will require the recipient to type it out onto another device. Visual designs and layouts can make information easier to follow. This, combined with bold fonts, coloured text and/or icons such as warning triangles or a border surrounding important information, allow certain pieces of information to stand out in a letter otherwise occupied by non-bold black text. Eye-tracking and self-reported intention studies have found that coloured icons and text influence the impact of information (Liu et al., 2021; Voss et al., 2018). Voss et al. (2018) found that the use of positively framed information using blue/purple colours was most likely to encourage safe sunscreen-use behaviour change. Indeed, it is likely to be a combination of these factors that would inform a response to outcome letters, although colouring of text does add cost implications to such communication and therefore adding a line bordering key information may be a cost-effective alternative. 

Framing the message
Personalisation has been found to be central to attracting recipient attention (Dijkstra, 2005) and a key component to the success of nudging (Haynes et al., 2013). Known as the ‘cocktail party effect’ (Cherry, 1953), using an individual’s name is a way of refocusing attention away from competing stimuli, and has been found to happen whether through printed text or the spoken word (Shapiro et al., 1997). Beginning a letter with this level of personalisation is likely beneficial to internalisation of the information to follow, but getting the name correct is likely to be important here, with an incorrect form of address potentially providing another opportunity to disassociate.
Perceived expertise, trustworthiness and ideological similarity are all important factors guiding persuasion, with expertise found to be the most influential factor (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993). Research has shown that letters are more effective in motivating action when they originate from a requester who is perceived to be credible (Pornpitakpan, 2004) and, as Linos et al. argue ‘at a fundamental level, sources are perceived to be more credible if they are perceived to be experts (e.g., an authority; knowledgeable) and trustworthy (e.g., honest; genuine)’ (2024: 6). On a letter, official police branding and signature from the chief constable, or other senior leader (ideally one associated with expertise on the topic – in this case roads policing), of the police force are likely to resonate more strongly with expertise, trustworthiness and ideological similarity than those of teams or organisations that are not well known to the recipient or do not have the symbolic aura of policing (Loader, 1997), such as a CSW team or Safer Roads Partnership. Branding the outer letter with police force franking also provides a symbolic statement that aligns with the significance of the issue (Heiskala, 2007) as well as distinguishing the letter from junk mail.
A further overarching consideration is the importance of language choice. The framing effect exposes this in a striking way, evidencing that the framing of a message influences whether people respond with propensities towards risk-aversity or risk-taking (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981) Linked to this is that emotional states influence reasoning processes, generating opportunities for guiding values and valuations of action in specific ways (Pham, 2007). This emotion-reasoning process can lead to a problematic disruption in self-control with efforts to generate intensively negative emotions (Pham, 2007). This accords with extensive literature which has evidenced the lack of value of ‘fear appeal’ content in driver education. Messages that are considered accusatory, imply blame or contain an inappropriate level of fear-based messaging may trigger defensiveness rather than efforts to align with the suggestions being made (Witte & Allen, 2000). Positive emotional appeals are likely to be of critical importance to avoid psychological defensiveness.
Furthermore, language choice can make differences in how we see ourselves as part of groups (Mols, 2012). Seyranian (2014) found that inclusive language influenced perceptions of ingroup normative behaviours and intentions. Inclusive language is that which alludes to social identity (e.g., we, us, them), people (e.g., society), and collectives (e.g., community) (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). When utilising social identity message framing, even ‘simple’ word choice is a key consideration, with ‘we’ and ‘us’ sending a conceptually distinct message to ‘you’ and ‘them’. Longer-term, consistent messaging of this nature can guide behaviour towards ingroup norms (Seyranian, 2014). 

Direct application to letters
Given the above learning, here we set out examples of key features to be considered in implementation of letters in response to problematic road user behaviour[footnoteRef:3]. Overall, the order of the content should be constructed in a logical manner, engaging the reader and then providing them with the information they need in the order they are likely to seek it. Headings such as ‘Why am I receiving this letter?’ followed by ‘What do I need to do next?’ can guide the reader to the intended destination and reduce resistance or anxiety, making the reader more receptive to the message. [3:  Below, we will refer to these actions as ‘offences’, for simplicity. ] 

Before the letter content has begun, however, heading the letter with the police force logo can help contribute to a 'formality effect’ which is positively associated with taking action (Linos et al., 2024). Along with other visual and semantic cues, formality ‘operates as a heuristic for credibility and importance’ (ibid: 3). This can be complemented with an address or email for further correspondence. This provides opportunities for voice, a key component to procedural justice, and counters criticism levelled at speed cameras as inaccessible, unable to be argued with and therefore inherently ‘unfair’ (Wells, 2012). Addressing the letter to a specific recipient, likely the registered keeper, adds a point of personalisation and may reduce the likelihood of disassociation[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  That is not to say that the letter would not have value to somebody other than the driver, nor that the registered keeper will necessarily have been the driver. Where the registered keeper receiving the letter was not the driver at the time of the incident, they should be required to pass on the letter after reading.] 

The date/time of the offence and any other specific details related to it can further add to personalisation. This could include the street name where the offence took place and any associated road restrictions or speed limits that relate to the offence. An image of the vehicle could also be included here. This information, if it is considered central to the letter, may be emphasised with a border or coloured text to visually focus a reader’s attention to that key information, operating as a hook for attention. 
Information related to the specific offence could be complemented with information about legislation, and guidance on how to conform with it, in accordance with the capability component of the COM-B model of behaviour change. This may include explanation of what constitutes an offence, for example that ‘careless driving’ is driving of a standard that falls below that expected of a competent and careful driver. Additionally, it should include explanation of safe behavioural expectation, which is not explicitly covered by legislation, for example, that as per the Highway Code, a minimum distance of 1.5m is expected to be given to a cyclist/horse when overtaking and that overtaking should only happen when it is safe and legal to do so. 
Providing motivation and tapping into instrumental guides to compliance, letters should include information about the consequences of the action. This should not be overemphasised in a way that attempts to exert fear but should be factual in its framing. This may include a statement of the proportion of deaths and/or injuries that have the offence as a contributory factor. This may be personalised to the force area, unless this gives a particularly low number that might encourage the reader to feel that there isn’t a significant problem. Further instrumental motivation can come from stressing the penalty risks associated with being caught, and their consequences for employment or insurance premiums. Importantly, these must be outlined in connection with efforts to enhance the perceived likelihood of detection, to maximise a deterrent effect. This can be achieved by highlighting the range of detection methods used within the geographical area, or across the country, including public reporting of offences that do not require police presence, through innovations such as OpSnap. 
Consequences should be complemented with incentives for adopting safe driver actions, for example outlining the financial benefit of driving at slower speeds, such as not getting fines, saving fuel, reducing brake wear. Personal incentives can be presented alongside community-based incentives towards social inclusivity. Messages of social acceptance can be achieved through statistics of legal/safe road users or in stating that most letter recipients are not subsequently seen to be offending after receiving a letter, where the evidence of that is available. Such data could be collected through surveys linked to the letter, to be completed by those in receipt of them, or through analysis of offence data. Social expectations can be highlighted by reminding letter recipients that it for ‘us all’ to keep the roads safe. Messages focusing on shared identities rather than attributing blame may also be considered more respectful, key to generating compliance through procedural justice (Tyler & Blader, 2003).
Furthermore, trustworthiness can be conveyed through an explanation of why the activity that has generated the letter is/was taking place and the rigorous processes resulting in this outcome. This may include an explanation of why, for example, public reporting is encouraged in the force area, or why the offence in question is an issue in the force area, alongside how the reported details of the offence are processed by the police. Reinforcing that the activity is being carried out either by a police force or in partnership/collaboration with a police force can lean on the pre-existing trustworthiness and “aura” associated with police organisations (for many groups in society) rather than more sceptical attitudes towards volunteer activity such as public reporting (see for example SkyNews, 2025) or CSW (Savigar-Shaw, 2024). Informing letter recipients of the neutral application of outcomes (another key tenet of procedural justice theory) is also possible where, for example, all drivers identified committing the same offence in the same way through this method of detection received the same outcome. This may help to alleviate any concern that their outcome has been any more or less favourable than others’ and may be especially important for offences such as speeding where there are a range of possible outcomes depending upon the method of detection, e.g., a letter, warning by officers, or fixed penalty notice. 
Additionally, it is important to make suggestions about future behaviour. Specific positive actions can be suggested to avoid psychological defensiveness or a feeling of defeatism. These may include suggestions to download apps that restrict handsfree phone use while driving or sign up to messaging systems that alert them of their MOT date. Some figures about numbers of downloads, or sign-ups to these examples would also lean on social norming principles by showing that large number of people like them have taken this action and benefitted from it.
We recognise that there is a lot of information that may be valuable to present to an audience through this form of communication, however, overburdening a letter with text is unlikely to be beneficial. Video additions may be valuable. Readers could be nudged to engaging with a video, accessible through QR codes to reduce friction, by being told they have been ‘chosen’ or ‘granted access’ to a free resource that will give them privileged additional information. These resources could be tailored for the audience, for example young male drivers, those who drive for work, driving parents, older drivers, all with slightly different messages and relatable. 
Ending a letter with a note of appreciation for anticipated future safe driving (‘thank you for helping us keep the roads of XXX safe’) can provide a final message of positive framing that guides towards risk aversion, rather than risk-taking. Finally, the signature of a person with a legitimate authority (a senior officer with roads policing expertise) can remind the recipient that their offence has come to the attention of another human (not just been processed by an automated and transactional justice process)

Conclusion
There is a global issue of problematic road user behaviour resulting in road death and injury. Improvement is needed for processes that attempt to engender safe behaviour change. One such possibility for securing evidence-based change is through letters as an outcome of road safety activity. This paper brought together learning from behavioural change, nudge theory, social norms, instrumental and normative compliance, and procedural justice literatures and discussed their application to letters as an outcome of roads policing-related encounters with the public. 
The COM-B model of behaviour change (Michie et al., 2011) highlights how information related to legislation, safety-related behavioural guidance, majority-population held safety attitudes, consequences of problematic driving, and incentives for safe driving can be used in warning letters to generate behaviour change. Reminding drivers of the consequences and the likelihood of detection also targets instrumental motives for compliance and can deter those guided by risk reduction. Drivers motivated by normative motives can be guided through emphasis of the moral wrongness of the action. Moral engagement with personal links to problematic behaviour may also be valuable to avoid a psychological distancing from the problem, made possible through personalisation. These factors can support nudging drivers into safe behavioural choices, with friction minimised to encourage engagement. Presenting the processes behind the letters (and police attention generally) as transparent, trustworthy, respectful and neutral can support efforts to generate compliance through legitimacy. Offering opportunities for drivers to communicate with the authority that is problematising their behaviour is also beneficial. Framing these messages as originating from a credible source and using positive messaging that suggests group cohesion may help with persuasion and avoiding psychological defensiveness.
This paper evidences that psychological and criminological theory has a multitude of applications to the use of outcome letters for problematic driver behaviour. These considerations should be central to current and future efforts to influence behaviour, and can be used directly to inform an evidence-based (re-)development of letters as an outcome of problematic road user behaviour, and beyond. 
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