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ABSTRACT
In this interdisciplinary study, we examine how linguistic patterns in news-
paper coverage of traffic crashes in German-speaking countries (Austria, 
Germany and Switzerland) obscure responsibility and perpetuate systemic 
biases. Through a content analysis of 229 articles, the research highlights 
the prevalence of linguistic constructions including passive voice, metonymy, 
and reflexive verbs, that shift responsibility for crashes from motor vehicle 
drivers to pedestrians and cyclists. The findings reveal that, as in other 
language contexts, traffic crashes are often framed as isolated, inevitable 
events, downplaying systemic issues such as infrastructure and policy. 
Linking these patterns to public perceptions of responsibility, we underscore 
their potential to hinder support for safety-oriented mobility reforms. Based 
in part on the results, we suggest changes in journalistic practices and 
have developed guidelines to foster equitable and accurate reporting, with 
implications for advancing safer and more sustainable mobility systems.

Introduction

Worldwide, traffic crashes kill 1.3 million people a year (Miner et  al. 2024) and are the leading 
cause of death for people aged 5 to 29 years (WHO 2023). In Germany, 2839 people were killed 
in traffic in 2023, with 228 in Switzerland and 396 in Austria, and injuries are far higher (BMI 
2024; DESTATIS 2024; FEDRO 2024). Though traffic deaths overall are sinking, the number of 
traffic deaths among cyclists in these countries is rising (European Commission 2024).

The consistent high rate of traffic related death and injury is a deeply rooted, structural prob-
lem. Despite the human cost, public outcry remains limited and punctual. Measures that have 
been shown to improve traffic safety continue to be met with intense opposition (for example 
Superblocks in Austria and Germany (Brenner et  al. 2024; von Schneidemesser and Kirby 2024) 
or the speed-limit reductions in Germany (Bauernschuster and Traxler 2021)). Policy framing sig-
nificantly affects public support (Pickett, Ivanov, and Wozniak 2022), and reporting on traffic 
violence can influence support of prevention measures (Goddard et  al. 2019). Our research con-
tributes to the growing body of literature focused on the interplay between communication about 
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traffic violence and transformation processes with the goal of increasing safety and sustainability 
in mobility, extending it to yet under-researched German-language countries.

Research on linguistic patterns and responsibility attributions

The way we speak and write about mobility matters for policy and implementation. Using 
‘accident’ to refer to traffic crashes or collisions has been criticized for downplaying their severity 
and suggesting their inevitability. As a response, numerous academic associations such as The 
British Medical Journal and journalistic outlets like the Associated Press have cautioned against 
using ‘accident’ in many cases, suggesting in the context of traffic ‘crash’  or ‘collision’ instead 
(Dalton 2018; Davis and Pless 2001), arguing that ‘‘accident’ is often understood to be unpre-
dictable—a chance occurrence or an ‘act of God’—and therefore unavoidable. However, most 
injuries and their precipitating events are predictable and preventable’ (Davis and Pless 2001, 
1320). For English, the UK-based journalist Laura Laker created guidelines with scientists and 
practitioners for reporting on traffic collisions (Laker 2021).

In German-speaking contexts, Caviola and Sedlaczek (2020) show how the water flow met-
aphor affects expectations of what the goals of traffic and infrastructure are, prioritizing flow 
while being stationary or hindering flow is linguistically devalued. von Schneidemesser and 
Caviola (2024) argued that the very word for traffic accidents  in German (Verkehrsunfälle) sug-
gests that they are a natural phenomenon, inevitable and beyond our control. This is in contrast 
to the reality that our mobility behavior and infrastructure are the result of human decisions 
in political processes (Norton 2011). Modern traffic infrastructure does not occur naturally, and 
mobility behavior is not predetermined, but the result of complex social influences, which have 
led to a system of automobility (Urry 2004). As an example, Reisigl (2021) has demonstrated 
this through an analysis of automobile advertisements in print media.

Policy and practice are directly influenced by discourse, determining whom the built environ-
ment and non-infrastructural rules privilege. Transportation safety and efficiency are unequally 
distributed. The allocation of privilege in mobility ‘involves power relations that combine transport 
mode-specific differences and wider social inequalities […] codified and reinforced through policy 
and practice’ (Fevyer and Aldred 2022, 760). Norton (2011) documented how responsibility for 
road safety was shifted from motorists to pedestrians in less than a decade in 1920s United States.

The following subsections of the introduction provide  the specific theoretical foundation that 
forms the basis for our research. First, we look at the role of context (crash statistics, traffic 
infrastructure and rules) and its relevance in the perception of responsibility in coverage of 
crashes. We then turn to the literature related to language use in the attribution of responsibility 
in coverage of crashes, and subsequently briefly look at police communication as an important 
source of language patterns in this context, before describing our research methods.

Crashes in context
Previous research in the English-speaking countries and the Netherlands has found that news 
coverage of traffic crashes portrays the incidents as unrelated events, flukes in an otherwise 
well-working system (Connor and Wesolowski 2004; Keliikoa et  al. 2022; Ralph et  al. 2019; 
Scheffels, Bond, and Monteagut 2019; te Brömmelstroet 2020). Considering crash statistics, this 
tendency omits an important part of the information relating to traffic crashes. Further research 
has suggested that if news coverage of traffic crashes offered information about the broader 
context of traffic crashes, public support might increase for measures that would bring more 
safety (Goddard et  al. 2019).

Depicting crashes as isolated events or uncommon ‘flukes’ instead of as part of a broader pattern 
can shift the perception of responsibility from a structural to an individual level (Iyengar 1996).  
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In the case of traffic collisions, this is the difference between the responsibility being solely attributed 
to one or more involved individuals or the responsibility being also attributed to the 
automobile-oriented transport system.

Language patterns and the attribution of responsibility
Language use patterns in coverage of traffic violence have been found to shift responsibility 
away from drivers, especially when a crash involves cars or trucks on the one side, and cyclists 
or pedestrians on the other (Magusin 2017; Ralph et  al. 2019; Scheffels, Bond, and Monteagut 
2019). Shifting blame occurs in many areas systematically through well-documented linguistic 
strategies (Trew 1979, 106; van Leeuwen 1996, 38–42, 2008, 28–32). Specifically for reporting 
on traffic violence, news coverage has been shown to shift blame away from motorists (Fevyer 
and Aldred 2022; Ralph et  al. 2019; te Brömmelstroet 2020). This practice takes on various forms.

First, referring to the vehicle instead of its driver as in ‘car hit cyclist’ belongs to the rhetorical 
category of metonymy (Reisigl 2006, 602–603, Reisigl and Wodak 2001, 57–58; Richardson 2007, 
67–68, 201). The non-linguistic literature from anglophone countries refers to this as ‘object-based 
language’ (Goddard et  al. 2019; Ralph et  al. 2019).

It shifts the focus away from agents—such as drivers—and thereby obscures agency and 
responsibility for actions. Ralph et  al. (2019) examined local news articles covering traffic crashes 
between motorists, and pedestrians or cyclists. They found that 81% of references to drivers 
mentioned the vehicle instead of the driver (Ralph et  al. 2019, 5). te Brömmelstroet (2020) ana-
lyzed Dutch media crash coverage, finding that in 28% of headlines and 70% of articles covering 
crashes involving two actors, the vehicle was mentioned instead of its driver. Similarly, Feyver 
and Aldred (2022) in their discourse analysis of coverage of traffic deaths in a local London 
newspaper, discovered that drivers were systematically backgrounded by referring to the vehicle 
rather than the driver, while cyclists were referred to as people and thereby attributed agency.

A second common linguistic means of backgrounding a social actor is the use of the passive 
voice together with a prepositional phrase, as in ‘A pedestrian was hit by a driver’. (As opposed 
to active voice: ‘A driver hit a pedestrian’) (see e.g. Hodge and Kress 1993, 16). This serves to push 
the agent (‘a driver’) into the background and shift the focus of the sentence onto the pedestrian 
(in our example). Hodge and Kress (1993) describe three effects of this passive transformation: 
‘(a) The theme of the sentence (what is it about) changes from actor to affected […]. (b) The link 
between actor and process is weakened, that is, the causal connection is syntactically looser […]. 
(c) The process, because it is completed (‘was hit’), becomes more like an adjective, a state’ (26). 
Readers tend to attribute responsibility for an act more towards the victims  if they are in the 
focus of the sentence (Niemi and Young 2016; cited in Ralph et  al. 2019, 2). Scheffels, Bond, and 
Monteagut (2019) also find that passive formulations obscure responsibility. Ralph et  al. (2019) 
observed that passive formulations were found in more than 80% of headlines, and 75% of articles 
used passive formulations in the body of the text. te Brömmelstroet’s (2020) analysis shows that 
there were more passive formulations than active formulations when collisions between motorized 
and non-motorized traffic participants were covered. McLeod and Murphy (2014, 8) also list the 
use of the passive as a common theme in reporting on crashes involving cyclists.

A third way to shift responsibility through language is suppression: not mentioning an involved 
actor at all (van Leeuwen 1996, 2008). For example, by using passive without any prepositional 
phrase: ‘A pedestrian was hit’. (Instead of ‘a pedestrian was hit by a driver’.) If actors are excluded, 
it becomes difficult for them to be perceived as responsible. Hodge and Kress (1993) explain the 
effects of this change from active to passive voice: ‘The cause of the process is deleted, and it 
may be difficult or impossible to recover’ (26). Ralph et  al. (2019, 5) found that 52% of headlines 
and 32% of the sentences describing crashes in the local news articles covering traffic crashes 
completely suppressed the agentive actor. te Brömmelstroet (2020, 6) finds in his analysis of 
Dutch news coverage of traffic crashes that an actor is suppressed in 58% of the headlines.
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A fourth way of shifting responsibility is accomplished through the use of reflexive verbs, 
for example ‘the pedestrian injured herself ’. With respect to the linguistic representation of 
actors, a reflexive verb (‘injured herself ’) can have similar effects to passive voice. First, the 
actor of the cause is deleted, i.e. the person who injured the pedestrian. Second, the theme 
of the sentence is changed from actor to affected, i.e. the pedestrian. In addition, the lin-
guistic as well as cognitive focus on the pedestrian is even strengthened through the double 
reference to the affected person by the noun and the reflexive pronoun. This linguistic 
change to a reflexive construction shifts blame from perpetrators to victims. While it is 
common in both English and German to use the reflexive when describing injuries inflicted 
upon oneself (‘She cut herself while cooking’), this is also common in German when describ-
ing injuries resulting from a crash involving multiple actors. A direct translation of a common 
formulation type may reveal the peculiarity: ‘After being hit by the car, she fell and hurt 
herself severely’.

A fifth way that responsibility can be shifted or obscured is by one-sidedly adopting the 
perspective of a certain traffic participant. The linguistic and psychological literature on perspec-
tivization is multifaceted (Sandig 1996). All of the linguistic patterns already mentioned (i.e. 
metonymy, passive with and without a prepositional phrase, reflexive construction) contribute 
to the overall framing of a crash representation. Three further criteria for coding the perspective 
of an article are indicated below. Studies from both North America (McLeod and Murphy 2014, 
8) and Germany (Paeth 2021) have found that the perspective of drivers is more likely to be 
adopted than that of users of active transport modes in coverage of traffic violence. The rele-
vance of this aspect was also emphasized in a workshop conducted by the authors with Swiss 
journalists and police communicators in April 2024.

Police reporting on traffic collisions
A connection has been established between media coverage of traffic crashes and the provision 
of information about these from the police. Often, journalists do not have the resources to 
investigate traffic crashes and to report based on their own in-depth research. This can lead to 
police press reports being published in part or in full as media articles (Ralph et  al. 2022). In 
Germany and numerous other countries, the police are a privileged source of information for 
journalists, making it possible for journalists to adopt texts received from police with little or 
no editorial changes. We are aware of two analyses of the press releases of German police 
regarding traffic crashes (Nordhoff 2023; Paeth 2021). Both analyses found that metonymy and 
passive verb use as described above were strongly represented in German police press releases. 
Paeth (2021) also finds suppression of social actors to be common in police press releases.

Methods

To analyze language patterns used in the coverage of traffic crashes between unequal traffic 
participants, we conducted a content analysis of 229 German language newspaper articles from 
Austria, Germany, and Switzerland covering traffic crashes involving drivers of motor vehicles 
(cars, trucks, motorcycles, or transit vehicles) on one side, and active travelers on the other. (For 
present purposes, active travel includes walking, (e-)bicycling, wheel chairing and low speed 
motorized modes such as electric wheelchair or e-scooters.)

Data: newspaper article corpus

The corpus of newspaper articles was gathered via two online newspaper databases (WISO 
Presse and APA Online Manager). Four national and four regional quality newspapers and one 
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national tabloid per country were included in the search.1 The newspapers were chosen based 
on their circulation (with a preference for a higher circulation while maintaining a regional 
distribution) and their availability in the two databases used. The articles cover two sample 
periods of 10 days each, from June 2022 to June 2023. The month of June was chosen, as the 
national road accident statistics of the three countries identify it as the month with the highest 
number of collisions leading to personal injury. A search string was used that combined three 
categories of search terms with an AND operator:

1.	 nouns/verbs associated with vulnerable road users (e.g. pedestrian, cyclist, bike, sidewalk, 
to cross)

2.	 nouns/verbs referring to the collision (e.g. accident, crash, collide, hit)
3.	 verbs/adjectives referring to the consequences of the collision (e.g. injured, died, killed, 

fatal).2

The search result of a total of 849 newspaper articles in the two selected periods was cleaned 
up in two steps: In the first step of corpus compilation, duplicates, results unrelated to traffic 
crashes and opinion-based article genres (commentaries, interviews, letters to the editor) were 
deleted. This left a total corpus of 522 newspaper articles. In a second step before coding, the 
newspaper articles that did not describe crashes involving active travelers and motor vehicle 
drivers were excluded.

Our resulting corpus of 229 articles used for the content analysis was composed of 69 articles 
from Austrian newspapers, 38 articles from Swiss, and 122 articles from German newspapers. 
143 were articles from regional or local newspapers, 86 from newspapers with a national scope. 
See Table 1 for further description of the corpus.

Content analysis

Our research team is made up of a social scientist, linguists, a journalist, a police spokesperson, 
and a traffic planner. We conducted a content analysis of the corpus using a codebook 
(Krippendorff 2019; Neuendorf 2002). Codebooks of previous studies from Ralph et  al. (2019) 
and te Brömmelstroet (2020) provided a starting point. Then, combining an abductive approach 
(see Blaikie and Priest 2019) with a process of selective coding based on Grounded Theory 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967), we integrated interdisciplinary expertise to create a codebook with 
two major goals. First, next to planning and social sciences (the disciplinary sources of much 
of the previous work), we included expertise from police and journalistic work, and we enriched 
our codebook with linguistic categories to enable a more precise linguistic analysis of the 
language use itself. (Some examples of this are going from ‘object-based language’ to a more 
linguistically precise ‘metonymy’ (see below) at the behest of our linguists, or differentiating 
between the built environment and non-infrastructural measures, as per advice from the planner 
and police team members.) Second, we refined and integrated the codes for language use in 
the German context.

Table 1.  Composition of newspaper articles in Corpus.

Newspaper sources Country

Newspaper type Geographical coverage

Tabloid Quality press Regional or local National

Austria 69 31 38 35 34
Switzerland 38 6 32 27 11
Germany 122 26 96 81 41
Total 229 63 166 143 86
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In this process, we carried out two pilot applications of the codebook in which each member 
of the research team coded pilot corpuses of 10 articles. Over six sessions, we reflected together 
and adjusted the codebook for validity of the codes and consistency between coders.

This process resulted in the codebook. Subsequently, two of the authors coded the corpus 
using the qualitative data analysis software MAXQDA, by marking the parts of the articles 
(sentences, words, or entire articles) where a code is observable according to the code descrip-
tions below. The code groups in the final codebook are described in the following, and a table 
with each code listed as well as the frequency of the codes is provided in Appendix 1.

Article meta-data
To be able to characterize the article and its parts, articles were coded for national source (from 
Austria, Switzerland or Germany), whether the news outlet is regional or national, and whether 
it is a tabloid or a quality newspaper. Further, the headline and the lead were coded to differ-
entiate from the body of the text.

Main injured person
The transport form used by the main injured person in the crash was coded at the article level; 
per article the code was only applied once. If more than one person was injured, the person 
with the more severe physical injuries was coded as the main injured person.

Contextualizing information
Articles were coded if they contained crash statistics at any level from hyperlocal to national, 
or referred to crash frequency by citing past crashes. (1) If there was reference to built infrastruc-
ture as playing a part in causing the crash or the absence of infrastructure that may have helped 
prevent the crash, this was also coded (e.g. presence or absence of a bikelane, sidewalk or 
pedestrian crossing). (2) And it was coded if non-built structural measures were referenced (such 
as calls for lower speed limits or the need for electronic turning assistants in trucks). (3) These 
codes were applied at the article level.

Passive and reflexive verb use
The use of verbs in the passive, and reflexive verbs were coded at the sentence level in the 
description of the crash. The use of verbs in the passive was coded separately, according to 
whether the sentence construction referred to an actor or if there was no mention of an actor. 
Here, actors included people (e.g. drivers, bus-drivers, cyclists) and objects (e.g. cars, trucks, 
motorcycles). Metonymy was coded separately (see below). The occurrence of reflexive transitive 
verbs was also coded when used to describe injuries sustained from the crash (e.g. ‘injured 
themselves’ (‘verletzte sich’)).

Metonymy
Metonymy was coded at the sentence level and, as with the verbs, limited to the description 
of the crash. Metonymy was coded when a vehicle was named as an actor in place of a human. 
The codes included: car, truck, transit, motorcycle, e-bike, bicycle or other.

Social actor perspective portrayal
This code was applied when the text took on the perspective of one party involved in the 
crash. Three main criteria served to inform when the code was applied: 1) setting-the-scene 
information which establishes a certain perspective (e.g. ‘A woman was driving on Main St. 
towards Westend, when…’); 2) the mention of intentions without explicitly stating how they 
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are known (e.g. ‘She wanted to turn into a driveway’.); and 3) participant or witness perspective 
adoption (e.g. ‘…when a cyclist suddenly veered right’; ‘the driver could not brake in time’, ‘the 
cyclist did not see the pedestrian’). These criteria help to reveal the closeness of the crash 
representation in the text to the perspective of one of the involved social actors.

These codes were applied at the article level and applied exclusively to an article, so that 
the overall perspective portrayal in the article was identified. For this, a certain social actor’s 
perspective needed to be linked to a transport mode (car, truck, transit, motorcycle, e-bike, 
bicycle or other). If more than one perspective was portrayed, the code is applied to that per-
spective which is allotted more space and attention in the text. If multiple perspectives are 
represented and there is not a clear dominant perspective, no code was applied.

Causal attributions
Causal attributions were coded at the article level. Explicit statements that the cause of the 
crash is unknown and the suggestion of built infrastructure as a cause of the crash were coded, 
but not attributed to a specific actor. The remaining causal attributions occurred in the texts 
in reference to a certain actor and were coded with the transport mode of the actor whose 
responsibility attribution for the crash was affected. The codes for causal attribution without 
referencing a specific actor were cause unknown and unsafe infrastructure. The remaining codes 
for causal attributions that were attributed to specific actors were: victim behavior, alcohol, drugs, 
speeding, didn’t see, nature, lost control and other. The code titles imply the content of their 
application (see Appendix 1 for examples). Didn’t see was coded when it was stated that an 
involved actor did not or could not see, overlooked, looked but failed to register, or was oth-
erwise unaware of the presence of the other actor leading to the crash. Nature was coded when 
natural phenomena were referred to as (partial) causes (e.g. ‘the sun was low’, ‘the street was 
wet’). Alcohol and drugs were coded as the root cause and other causal attributions like lost 
control or victim behavior were not additionally coded if they were the likely result of intoxi-
cation (so: unless otherwise specifically de-coupled from alcohol or drug consumption).

Inter-coder reliability

We calculated inter-coder reliability using Cohen’s Kappa. Both coders coded 25 of the same 
articles in the corpus (11% of the corpus), and used these to calculate Cohen’s Kappa, resulting 
in an overall Kappa of 0.85. While there are no strict rules as to what level is acceptable, above 
0.7 is considered desirable (Neuendorf 2002, 154–156).

Frequent occurrences of words and concepts

To further interrogate the text, we found that some concepts (e.g. the frequency of words like 
‘accident’ or ‘collision’) were suited to frequency tallies. For these, we conducted word counts 
using the search function of the content analysis software, which counted the frequency of 
words or phrases. To verify that these word or phrase frequency tallies were capturing the 
intended use and meaning, we used a search function that was set to display 13 words before 
and 13 words after the word or phrase searched for and excluded uses in a different sense 
(e.g. not referring to the collision or the results thereof ).

Results

We found a systematic focus on the injured person, a high rate of use of the ‘accident’ term, 
passive verbs, and metonymy in the case of drivers. There was little contextualizing 



8 D. VON SCHNEIDEMESSER ET AL.

information, and causal attributions exonerated drivers and burdened pedestrians and cyclists. 
These are explained in detail below. Translations of passages from the corpus are those of 
the authors.

Main injured person

The texts determined the main injured person through assertive speech acts, indicating who 
was most seriously injured. Most often, there was only one party injured, though a small number 
of articles mentioned numerous parties. Applying the rules in our codebook was not a problem, 
as the main injured person was clear, with the exception of four articles with no injuries 
described.

The vast majority of main injured people were pedestrians and (e-)bicyclists, making up 89% 
of main injured people in all articles. Car drivers were the main injured people in 3% of the 
articles. For the full results, see Table 2. The high number of active travel users relative to motor 
vehicle drivers reflects the specific selection of articles for our corpus. In crashes involving 
unequally protected participants, those with less mass and speed (e.g. pedestrians or cyclists) 
are more likely to be injured or killed than those with more mass, speed, and physical protection 
(e.g. drivers).

The main injured person was mentioned in 76% of headlines. 63% of headlines did not 
mention a second actor at all (as in: ‘Cyclist severely injured’ (Rheinische Post)). Some titles 
alluded to a second actor without actually mentioning them (as in: ‘Child overlooked, Accident. 
Sun probably blinded and a collision happened’ (Südwest Presse). When mentioned in the head-
line, a second actor was referred to as a person in 15% of headlines, while 22% used metonymy 
and mentioned a vehicle or an object associated with one (e.g. a car door, a trailer) as a second 
actor involved in the collision.

Accident or collision

The German word for ‘accident’ (Unfall, and declinated forms) occurred 462 times in our corpus, 
in 80% of the articles (see Table 3). The second most frequent term to refer to traffic crashes 
was ‘collision’ (Kollision), used 84 times in 28% of articles. The German word stem -prall is a 
verb referring to a physical impact. It was used to describe crashes 41 times in the corpus  
(15% of articles).

Contextualizing information

In total, 17% of articles in the corpus have some kind of context information implying that 
crashes are systemic or might be preventable if infrastructural or non-infrastructural mea-
sures had been implemented. Crash statistics or references to the frequency of crashes were 
found in only 5% of the articles. Examples include the mention of local crash statistics  

Table 2.  Main injured person.

Transport mode Number of articles Percent (%) of articles

Car driver 6 3
Truck driver 0 0
Transit driver 0 0
Motorcycle driver 2 1
E-bicyclist 20 9
Bicyclist 103 45
Pedestrian 21 35
User of another transport mode 13 6
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(e.g. ‘In May alone, one pedestrian and one cyclist were injured in an accident in district 
four.’ (Neue Zürcher Zeitung)). One article paired statistics with suggestions of patterns, e.g.

‘Even if every traffic fatality is one too many, the proportion of fatal accidents is lower than in previous 
years. During all of last year, eleven people died in road traffic, and in 2021 that number was as high as 
15. In most cases, it is weaker road users who die; last year’s fatalities included three pedestrians and 
three cyclists, as well as four motorcyclists.’ (Rheinische Post).

Infrastructure as a factor contributing to a crash was mentioned in 7% of the articles in our 
corpus. The majority of these were articles that had a follow-up nature which included discus-
sions on improving traffic safety with the local community or with experts as the result of a 
crash. One article simply referred to a ‘confusing traffic situation’ at the crash site, that had 
already led to a crash there two years previously (Kronen Zeitung).

Five percent of the articles referred to structural factors aside from built infrastructure that 
could have helped prevent crashes. Four articles suggest reducing speed limits, two articles 
mention electronic turning assistants for trucks. Other measures are mentioned in only one 
article each (e.g. drivers opening doors with their right hands, or traffic light programming).

Passive and reflexive verb use

Sixty-nine percent of the articles in the corpus include passive verb formulations. Passive verb 
use without naming an actor (e.g. ‘71-year-old hit’ (Kronen Zeitung)) was found in 26% of article 
headings (in the headline or the lead), and in 52% of articles in total (including body text). 
Passive constructions that mention an actor or vehicle in a prepositional phrase were found in 
a further 12% of headings (‘79-year-old cyclist injured in collision with car’ (Oberösterreichische 
Nachrichten)), and 37% of articles when including the text body. We further observed a high 
frequency of specific abstract formulations that convey a passive meaning, such as ‘it came to 
[an accident] (es kam zu [einem Unfall])’, found in 14% of articles.

Reflexive verb use was found in 19% of articles. This is rarely found in the headings, with a 
few exceptions, such as ‘Cyclist injures himself’ (Freie Presse). More commonly, it is found in the 
body of the text when describing the crash, in the example of a woman who was hit by a driver, 
‘As a result, the woman fell and, according to police, gave herself minor injuries’ (Freie Presse).

Further verbs that contribute to shifting responsibility and portraying inevitability of 
crashes

To further illustrate verb use, frequencies of selected examples of verb use in crash descriptions 
are shown in Table 4. Some of these are particular to reporting on traffic violence and are 
commonly (but not always) used in the passive. For example, erfassen is a verb commonly used 
to describe statistical recording but is also used in crash reporting to describe a collision (see 
discussion for more). Touchieren means ‘to touch’, usually in a gentler way than in the context 
of a traffic crash, and is otherwise relatively uncommon. Verbs like these have the effect of 

Table 3.  Frequencies of terms used to refer to the collision.

German original English tanslation Frequency in Corpus Frequency in articles (N) Frequency in articles (%)

Crash, Accident, etc.
Unfall, Unfälle accident, accidents 462 184 80%
zusammenst* collision 35 29 13%
crash crash 8 5 2%
kolli* collision/collide (word 

stem)
84 65 28%

*prall* impact (as in “impact 
with or upon”)

41 35 15%
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portraying an impact in a milder, euphemistic way. Rammen, ‘to ram’, on the other hand, is a 
verb that is more active and describes impact in a more intense and clearly undesirable way. 
Erleiden (‘to suffer’, as in: ‘she suffered fatal injuries’ (sie erlitt tödliche Verletzungen)) portrays 
harm by focussing on the person suffering, without demanding a cause of the suffering. Passieren 
and sich ereignen (‘happen’ and ‘occur’) are process verbs that put the cause of whatever hap-
pened in the background, as if the incident had no cause or caused itself. The latter  verb is 
also an example for an abstract reflexive verb: ‘The accident occurred around 12:30 pm on 
Grefrather Street’ (Rheinische Post), though the German original ‘Der Unfall ereignete sich gegen 
0.30 Uhr auf der Grefrather Straße’ reads as though ‘The accident occurred itself around…’

Metonymy

Vehicles were often referred to instead of their drivers or riders. We coded 212 examples of this 
type of metonymy, in 66% of the articles. As the code was applied at the sentence level, numer-
ous articles contained two or more occurrences of metonymy. Of the 212 occurrences we found, 
91% replaced drivers of motor vehicles: 60% of them named cars instead of people, 20% referred 
to transit vehicles (trams and busses) doing things, and 11% trucks. Only 2% referred to motor-
cycles and e-bikes instead of their riders, respectively, and 1% referred to the bicycle rather 
than the bicyclist. Pedestrians were not represented with metonymies. The 5% comprising ‘other’ 
included tractors, unspecified types of vehicles, and a blind spot (‘Blind Spot wiped out another 
life’ (Kronen Zeitung)). See Figure 1 for the distribution of metonymy by transport mode.

Common examples are cars running into people, as in ‘…was hit by a car.’ In some cases, 
the journalists took the metonymy further, as in this example from the Rheinische Post: ‘The car, 
a black Daimler-Benz sedan, was said to have continued on its way in the direction of Gereonsplatz 
without attending to the slightly injured cyclist’. Other cases extended the metonymy to parts 
of the vehicle, like the bumper or the door. In BILD a sentence reads: ‘a carelessly opened car 
door abruptly tore the engaged 60-year-old out of life’.

Social actor perspective portrayal

We were able to code closeness to a certain social actor’s perspective in 43% of the texts. 
The remaining texts did not show a clear enough alignment with a certain perspective to 
warrant a code, using our methodology. Of the coded texts, 39% showed a closeness to 
the portrayal of car and truck drivers (36% and 3%, respectively). Active transport users’ 
perspectives were more closely related to in 54% of the coded texts (29% bicyclists, 17% 

Table 4.  Frequencies of verb use in crash descriptions.

(German original) (English translation) Frequency in Corpus
Frequency in 

articles (N)
Frequency in 
articles (%)

Common manifestations of reflexive verb use in crash descriptions
verletzte sich, sich verletz* injured themselves 17 17 7%
zog sich […zu], zugezogen got herself [injured] (literally: 

pulled herself [injuries])
17 17 7%

[sich] ereigne* occur(ed) 34 32 14%
Verbal constructions suggesting inevitability of crashes (selected examples)
passier* happened 28 17 7%
es kam, kam es* it came to [a collision],  

a [collision] occurred
36 33 14%

erleid*, erlitt* suffer 46 40 17%
Verbs modifying the intensity of crashes
erfass* seize, record, register, grasp, 

capture, catch
99 75 33%

touchier* touch (peculiar, as in fencing) 22 20 9%
*ramm* ram/rammed 31 24 10%
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pedestrians, and 8% e-bicyclists). The perspectives of drivers of public transit vehicles were 
predominant in 3% of the coded texts, and 4% for other transport modes.

Causal attributions

We divided the codes of causal attributions into two main categories: burdening (victim behavior, 
alcohol, drugs, speed) and exonerating (didn’t see, nature, lost control) attributions as shown in 
Table 5. (When didn’t see was applied in the sense of ‘overlooking’ (‘übersehen’), it is included 
in the exonerating category. This is because its function is not to underline a lack of attention, 
but rather it covers up or obscures the underlying causes. To ‘overlook’ something is an excus-
able mistake that can happen to anybody.) Table 5 shows the percentage of articles coded with 
having a causal attribution according to burdening and exonerating causal attributions by users 
of active travel modes and car and truck drivers, rather than motor vehicle drivers (no occur-
rences of causal attributions to motorcyclists were found, and only once were transit drivers 
attributed a causal attribution code (didn’t see)). The code cause unknown, applied when it was 
explicitly stated that the cause of a collision was (yet) unknown, was found in 8% of the texts.

The most common exonerating causal attribution was didn’t see, which occurred in 14% of the 
articles. This included 7% for car drivers, 5% for truck drivers, 1% each for pedestrians and (e-)

Figure 1.  Uses of metonymy by vehicle type.

Table 5. B urdening and exonerating causal attributions, % (N) of articles coded.

Total % (N) Active travel % (N) Car & truck drivers % (N)

Exonerating causal attributions
Didn’t see 14% (32) 2% (4) 12% (28)
Nature 2% (5) 0% (1) 2% (4)
Lost control 2% (4) 1% (2) 1% (2)
Total 18% (41) 3% (7) 15% (34)
Burdening causal attributions
Victim behavior 13% (30) 13% (29) 0% (0)
Alcohol 8% (19) 3% (6) 6% (13)
Drugs 1% (3) 0% (1) 1% (2)
Speed 0% (1) 0% (0) 0% (1)
Total 23% (53) 16% (36) 7% (15)
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bicyclists. Actors ‘overlooking’ (‘übersehen’) other road users is a common formulation in this case, 
as in the following example: ‘A 42-year-old woman from Gladbeck wanted to drive out of her 
driveway onto the road. She overlooked the cyclist. A collision occurred. The 58-year-old cyclist 
fell and acquired herself minor injuries’. (Westdeutsche Allgemeine) There were also mitigating 
instances of this, as in ‘apparently overlooked’ (Frankfurter Rundschau), or reveal speculation, as in 
‘The 55-year-old may have overlooked pedestrians on a pedestrian crossing…’ (Kronen Zeitung).

A further 13% of the articles suggested that victim behavior was a cause of the crash. Common 
examples are ‘sudden’ or similar movements, not being aware of traffic, or not following rules 
(the latter was not coded if confirmed by judicial proceedings). Pedestrians were coded in 
conjunction with victim behavior in 6% of articles. In the following example, the coverage puts 
the pedestrian in an active role, while the driver is relegated to the role of a witness who was 
not involved: ‘The accident occurred in the bus stop area in Triester Street. The pedestrian 
seemed to have tried to cross the road in front of the truck. The driver stopped immediately 
when he noticed the accident’ (Kleine Zeitung). Conveyed is a speculation about the pedestrian’s 
potentially irresponsible behavior (crossing in front of a truck), while the driver stopping imme-
diately, though equally as speculative as no source is cited, is unquestioned.

Victim behavior was also attributed to e-bicyclists in 1% of articles, in 6% of the articles to 
bicyclists (e.g. ‘… a twelve-year-old cyclist suddenly veered across the lane.’ (Rheinische Post)). 
Drivers were not attributed victim behavior in any articles.

Alcohol was the next most common causal attribution and was portrayed as a cause of the 
crash in 9% of the articles in the corpus. Six percent of the articles implicated car drivers with 
alcohol, 1% pedestrians, and (e-)bicyclists in 2% of the texts. An example is: ‘The police stated 
that the cyclist was alcoholized and was riding in zig-zags’ (Rheinische Post).

Overall, 7% of articles included burdening causal attributions for car and truck drivers, while this was 
more than twice as high (16%) for pedestrians and (e-)bicyclists. Exonerating causal attributions occurred 
in 15% of articles for car and truck drivers, and in only 3% of articles for pedestrians and (e-)cyclists. 
Causal attributions burdened active travel users twice as often (16%) as car and truck drivers (7%).

Discussion

Traffic violence represented as inevitable and isolated

Our findings largely align with previous studies in English- and Dutch-speaking countries. 
Metonymy and the use of the passive are found with similar prevalence and function as in 
those cases (Goddard et  al. 2019; Keliikoa et  al. 2022; te Brömmelstroet 2020). Certain aspects, 
such as the use of reflexive formulations, seem to be distinctive of German-speaking countries. 
Reflexive constructions in German, however, similarly shift responsibility away from the motor 
vehicle drivers, and toward the injured persons, in our case usually active travel users.

In our corpus, we observed fewer instances of counterfactual statements imagining alternative 
outcomes based on changes to past circumstances than found by Ralph et  al. (2019) in North 
American coverage. Particularly, the counterfactual suggestion that collisions would not have hap-
pened had people worn a bicycle helmet or use of safety equipment was found in only 1% of 
articles, mention of wearing of dark clothing was not observed at all. This aligns more closely with 
Feyver and Aldred’s (2022) findings (who also found no counterfactual statements regarding helmets 
or dark clothing) and may reflect a difference between European and North American coverage.

The dominant use of Unfall (accident) to describe crashes (used in 80% of articles) is higher 
than in North American and Dutch reporting (Keliikoa et al. 2022; Ralph et al. 2019; te Brömmelstroet 
2020). Beyond its clear dominance as the word with which to describe crashes, the use of Unfall 
may lead even more strongly than its English counterpart to suggest inevitability of crashes and 
at the same time to downplay the role of involved social actors. The word Unfall does not lin-
guistically require actors: the word-stem ‘-fall’ is intransitive, so its meaning suggests that something 
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happens to persons, but that these persons do not act themselves. Further, the Unfall occurs 
most commonly with verbs (sich ereignen (‘to occur’), passieren, or geschehen (both ‘to happen’)) 
that denote that this event just happens by itself, a language pattern that does not prompt the 
question as to the cause of the incident (von Schneidemesser and Caviola 2024). This is in contrast 
to other words that can describe a crash, like Zusammenstoß or Kollision, which we found used 
far less often, but implicitly ask the question of involved actors.

The German verb erfassen, used to describe crashes in one third of the texts, has the word stem 
fassen at its heart, which means to touch or grasp (with hands or claws). In this way, the use of 
erfassen in connection with a metonymy to describe a collision semantically imbues the object (e.g. 
a car) with agency and metaphorical limbs. The subject of the verb erfassen is the dominant actor, 
which moves in a kinetic sense. The person who is grasped (erfasst) is in a more passive or static role. 
Interestingly, a pedestrian does not ‘grasp’ another pedestrian, but we observed that a car often does. 
Further, it is common to describe natural phenomena such as tsunamis or avalanches ‘grasping’ (erfas-
sen) people, which emphasizes the inevitability and power relations connected with this verb. The 
large and/or powerful are the ones who do the act of ‘grasping’ (erfassen) the small and less powerful.

Infrastructure and other systems-level solutions

Only 7% of the articles mentioned infrastructure as a factor in collisions, often in the context 
of political or civil debates following an incident. These articles, published after the event, 
feature family members, experts, or activists discussing potential safety improvements. Similarly, 
only 5% of the articles included crash statistics, meaning that immediate crash reporting rarely 
situates incidents within the broader context of traffic violence. As in English and Dutch media, 
traffic crashes in German-speaking countries are framed as isolated events, ignoring their sys-
tematic nature. The public health crisis posed by traffic violence is absent from the coverage 
of the incidents that constitute it. This focus shifts attention to less critical issues:

‘Instead of being seen as human tragedies, traffic crashes are presented as glitches in the machine – as 
dehumanized interferences with the overall functioning of a well-oiled machine, where the effects on 
traffic flow trump the impacts on the people involved.’ (te Brömmelstroet 2020, 10).

The absence of contextual information, particularly regarding infrastructure and crash statistics, 
may fuel public resistance to safety-oriented infrastructural changes. As Ralph et  al. (2019, 2) 
argue, neglecting the systematic nature of traffic violence leads readers to ‘hold individuals 
responsible for negative outcomes and put less pressure on public leaders to make changes.’

These findings underline recommendations in previous research, and we would emphasize 
the potential for journalists to improve reporting by contacting local actors familiar with the 
streets and the context. In our corpus, inclusion of local expertise coincided with information 
on infrastructure and potential solutions. Especially when geographically located crash statistics 
are readily available on applications like the Accident Atlases, available for Austria, Switzerland, 
and Germany,3 journalists can include specific crash statistics without investing substantial time.

Language patterns shifting responsibility

Traffic safety measures like speed limit reductions, road diets or traffic calming are contingent on 
public support. More research is required to determine whether Goddard et  al. (2019) findings 
from the North American context, that reporting on traffic violence influences public support for 
infrastructural safety measures, also apply to the German case. If they do, then the portrayal of 
traffic violence in German-speaking countries could be hindering safer infrastructure. Two main 
findings support this. First, reporting on traffic violence as unrelated isolated incidents rather than 
as a systemic and preventable public health problem negates the perception of the need for 
systemic policy responses. Put differently, the failure to connect the individual manifestations of 
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traffic violence with the systemic cost of yearly more than 3,000 traffic deaths in German-speaking 
countries, hinders problem awareness and support for solutions. Second, the linguistic patterns 
revealed above (e.g. passive and reflexive formulations, exonerating causal attributions) system-
atically shift responsibility for traffic violence away from drivers. As motorists are not portrayed 
as the cause of traffic violence, it may seem absurd to implement safety measures that reduce 
driver privileges (e.g. limiting speed, space-usage, etc.) in the name of prevention.

At the same time, these and other commonly used formulations such as Unfall (‘accident’), 
erleiden (‘to suffer [something]’), passieren (‘to happen’), or sich ereignen (‘to occur [itself ]’), 
suggest inevitability by obscuring or eliminating the causes of traffic violence.

Our analysis shows that victims appear in 76% of the headlines, while only 15% mention a 
second person involved. The fact that harm is unequally distributed amongst traffic participants 
is seldom explicitly mentioned. But harm is unequally distributed: road users who pose minimal 
risk (cyclists, pedestrians) suffer disproportionately, while those who pose greater risks (motorists) 
are often unharmed. Language patterns tend to mention the victims, but not the actors respon-
sible for causing harm. This pattern aligns with findings in North American and Dutch contexts 
(Ralph et  al. 2019; te Brömmelstroet 2020).

Journalistic practices compound these biases, as in ‘Even though the 41-year-old immediately 
swerved out of the way, a collision occurred. The 84-year-old cyclist fell and acquired herself 
minor injuries’. (Rheinische Post) In this example, the construction ‘a collision occurred’ strengthens 
the impression of inevitability, which obscures responsibility. Together with reflexive verbs like 
‘acquired herself minor injuries’, they shift responsibility towards the cyclist, while detaching 
the collision from the driver’s responsibility. The claim ‘the driver immediately swerved’, is likely 
unverified (and possibly unverifiable), and reported uncritically.

Nacken (2024) finds reflexive verb use in 29% of articles covering collisions involving active travel 
users and drivers, but only in 5% of articles covering crashes between two drivers. Our explanation is 
that the reflexive is difficult to apply to actors that are partially or fully suppressed. Passive formulations 
and metonymies that hide actors behind vehicles do not lend themselves to reflexive formulations. 
The result is a systematic shifting of responsibility away from drivers through these linguistic patterns: 
drivers are shielded from responsibility attribution, which is often shifted toward active travel users.

Reporting on traffic violence in German-speaking countries frequently fails to uphold impar-
tiality, subtly shifting blame from motorists to cyclists and pedestrians. This cultural norm is 
likely unintentional, but pervasive. It perpetuates systemic biases and undermines the presump-
tion of innocence that should apply equally to all road users, as outlined by the German Press 
Council’s Codex (Deutscher Presserat 2017, 11).

Social actor perspective portrayal

The coding of the alignment with a certain actor’s perspective delivers inconclusive results. Our 
rules only allowed the application of the code to less than half (43%) of the articles in the 
corpus. Thus, while the code as we applied it proved reliable, the limited application leads to 
doubts about its validity and our operationalization of the concept. Further research on the 
perspectives adopted in reporting on traffic crashes using discourse analysis would be valuable, 
and can build on previous work (e.g. Fevyer and Aldred 2022; McLeod and Murphy 2014).

Conclusion

Our findings come at a moment in which mobility and infrastructure planning are fiercely 
debated issues in the German-speaking countries from which we draw our corpus. A struggle 
amongst political, administrative, and civil society actors regarding a mobility transition 
(Verkehrswende) is ongoing (Andert and Nagel 2024; Schwedes 2021; von Schneidemesser, 
Herberg, and Stasiak 2020). Against this background, it may be of importance that the role of 
infrastructure is seldom mentioned in the context of traffic violence.
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We find that linguistic patterns in newspaper coverage of traffic crashes in the German-speaking 
world portray traffic crashes as isolated events. This is in contrast to what we know about the 
systemic and predictable nature of traffic crashes in Austria, Switzerland, and Germany. Further, 
we find that the newspaper coverage of traffic crashes tends to attribute more responsibility 
for crashes to users of active travel modes and shifts the responsibility away from car and truck 
drivers. This is discursively constructed in a variety of ways, some more subtle, as when meton-
ymy suppresses the agency of people driving vehicles. Other ways of attributing responsibility 
for crashes to active transport users are more explicit, such as causal attributions that burden 
them more and exonerate car and truck drivers more.

The language patterns documented above may be a contributing factor to the acceptance 
of traffic violence by the public. They may also play a role in hindering particularly infrastructural 
measures for more traffic safety that would reduce access to space, speed, or other privileges 
enjoyed by motorists. If language patterns hinder the attribution of responsibility to the relevant 
actors and present traffic crashes as isolated, unexpected ‘flukes’, rather than a predictable and 
systematic source of injury and death, automobile-oriented societies are less likely to grapple 
with the causes and begin providing more safety. To help address this, the authors and others 
have followed Laker’s (2021) English example and created a German guideline for language use 
in covering traffic crashes (Caviola et  al. 2025).

Our findings are overall in accordance with those from English and Dutch-speaking coun-
tries. This suggests that coverage of traffic violence with linguistic patterns privileging motorists 
is likely not a phenomenon limited to a single linguistic culture or country, and is only one 
of numerous reasons for the entrenchment of automobility (Walker and te Brömmelstroet 
2025). Similar language patterns privileging motorists are found in varying language contexts, 
but also across varying economic structures (Hall and Soskice 2001) and media systems (Hallin 
and Mancini 2004). More research should be done to determine the prevalence in other lin-
guistic and cultural contexts, for example in countries with romance languages.

Notes

	 1.	 The following newspapers were included in the corpus (quality press + national/regional/tabloid): For Austria: 
Kurier, Der Standard, Salzburger Nachrichten, Die Presse/Kleine Zeitung, Oberösterreichische Nachrichten, Tiroler 
Tageszeitung, Vorarlberger Nachrichten/Kronen Zeitung. For Germany: Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, taz, Die 
Welt, Frankfurter Rundschau/Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, Rheinische Post, Südwest Presse, Freie Presse/
Bild. For Switzerland: Tages-Anzeiger, Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Basler Zeitung, Der Bund/Berner Zeitung, Aargauer 
Zeitung, Luzerner Zeitung, St.Galler Tagblatt/Blick.

	 2.	 The complete search string was: (Fussgänger* OR Passant* OR Radler* OR Radlenker* OR Radfahr* OR 
Fahrrad* OR Velo* OR Bike* OR Pedelec OR Zebrastreifen OR Gehweg OR Gehsteig OR Bürgersteig OR 
Schulweg OR überqueren OR queren) AND (Unfall OR Kollision OR Crash OR Zusammenstoss OR 
Zusammenprall OR kollidiert* OR prallt* OR rammt* OR erfasst* OR anfahren OR überfahren OR überrollt 
OR touchiert*) AND (unfall* OR sterben OR tödlich OR getötet OR verletz*).

	 3.	 Austria: https://www.statistik.at/atlas/verkehrsunfall/. Switzerland: https://www.astra.admin.ch/astra/de/home/
dokumentation/daten-informationsprodukte/unfalldaten/geografische-auswertungen/interaktive-karte.html.
Germany: https://unfallatlas.statistikportal.de/.
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Appendix 1:  Codebook

Code Example
Occurrence in the 229 newspaper 

articles

Metadata
Isolating vs. Contextualizing Framing (Level of analysis: Article)
Crash statistics or crash frequency “This year, the woman is the sixth cycling 

death out of a total of 14 traffic 
deaths in Berlin.”

12

Built infrastructure as context “…on the other side of the road  
there was a bus stop and a pharmacy. 
A crosswalk is located 600 meters 
away.”

15

Non-infrastructural measures as context “In countries like Spain, the Netherlands, 
France and Switzerland, the maximum 
speed limit is 80 km/h - resulting in 
fewer road deaths.”

11

Verb use in crash description (Level of analysis: Sentence)
Passive verbs, no actor named “The child was killed.” 163
Passive verbs, actor named “The child was killed by a driver.” 110
Reflexive transitive verbs “The pedestrian injured herself…” 44
Metonymy in crash description (Level of analysis: Sentence)
Apply one of the following: Car; Truck; 

Transit; Motorcycle; E-bike; Bicycle; 
Other

“Car runs over pedestrian.” 212

Actor Perspective Portrayal (Level of analysis: Article)
Apply one of the following: Car; Truck; 

Transit; Motorcycle; E-bike; Bicycle; 
Pedestrian; Other

“A man was walking across Karlsplatz…” 98

Exonerating and burdening causal attributions (Level of analysis: Article)
→ to qualify these codes, apply one of the following: Car; Truck; Transit; Motorcycle; E-bike; Bicycle; Pedestrian; Other
Cause Unknown “The cause of the collision are unknown.” 18
Victim behavior “A nine-year-old suddenly ran onto 

Friedrichstraße.”
32

Unsafe Infrastructure “The crash occurred where the cycle path 
and car lane merge.”

6

Alcohol “It is suspected that the driver was 
drunk. A blood sample was therefore 
taken.”

21

Drugs "An investigation is also being carried out 
into whether the driver was under the 
influence of drugs."

3

Speeding “The driver was traveling at excessive 
speed.”

1

Didn’t see “The driver overlooked the pedestrian.” 33
Nature “The cyclist was unable to brake in time 

on slippery fall leaves.”
6

Lost control “A speeding driver lost control over his 
car.”

3

Other cause N.A. 9
Main injured person (Level of analysis: Article)
Apply one of the following: Car; Truck; 

Transit; Motorcycle; Ebike; Bicycle; 
Pedestrian; Other

“The e-bike rider was critically injured.” 225
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