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A B S T R A C T   

Road safety represents one of the main public health issues worldwide, and risky driving behaviour is one of the 
most predominant factors in traffic road accidents. The primary objective of this research was to clarify the 
relationship between emotional intelligence (EI) abilities and the probability of engaging in risky behaviour 
during driving. Previous literature linking these constructs is limited, and research has yielded mixed findings. In 
the present study, 555 drivers from a Spanish community sample (Mage = 39.34, ranging from 18 to 79 years old; 
49.19% women) were assessed on risky driving behaviour using the Dula Dangerous Driving Index while self- 
reported ability EI was measured using the Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale. Gender, age, and 
driving experience were controlled. The results of this study revealed that a higher self-reported ability EI, 
particularly the ability to regulate emotions, was related to a lower tendency to engage in risky driving be-
haviours. In turn, self-reported ability EI was negatively and indirectly related to the number of road accidents 
and traffic tickets through the mediating effect of risky driving. The regulation of emotions (via direct and in-
direct effect) and the appraisal of the emotions of others (via direct effect) were the EI abilities that better 
predicted the number of accidents and traffic tickets. We discuss the practical implications of these findings, 
along with suggested future lines of research.   

1. Introduction 

Deliberate risky behaviours such as speeding, drink-driving, tail-
gating, or the failure to use safety measures constitute one of the main 
contributary factors to road accidents (DGT, 2021; Iversen, 2004; 
NHTSA, 2004; Turner et al., 2004; WHO, 2018). Given the known severe 
— and at times fatal — consequences that arise from risky driving be-
haviours, some of these actions appear somewhat difficult to explain 
from a rational point of view. In this respect, risk decision-making 
models have emphasised the role that emotion plays in how people 
behave in risk situations (Loewenstein et al., 2001; Rivers et al., 2008; 
Slovic, 2010). Emotions are a fundamental part of human behaviour; 
they guide our attention, memory, motivation, learning, and decisions 
(Dolan, 2002; Lerner et al., 2015; Pessoa, 2008). In risk contexts, emo-
tions become particularly relevant given the time pressure and strong 
emotional consequences with which these situations are often associated 
(Maldonado et al., 2020; Megías et al., 2011a). The integration of 
emotional factors in risk behaviour processing has also been demon-
strated at a neural level (Mohr et al., 2010; Pessoa, 2008; Vorhold, 

2008), including the context of driving (Megías et al., 2015; Megías 
et al., 2018a). 

Driving is a task in which emotions arise frequently. Being stuck in a 
traffic jam or facing a complex roundabout can make us feel frustrated or 
anxious, witnessing a near-crash can produce fear, whilst the aberrant 
driving of another driver can make us angry (Shinar, 1998; Yagil, 2001; 
Zhang et al., 2015). On many occasions, these emotions underpin our 
behaviour, including risk behaviours (Jallais et al., 2014; Megías et al., 
2011b; Mesken et al., 2007; Serrano et al., 2014; Stephens and Groeger, 
2011). For example, Mesken et al. (2007), using a test drive procedure 
with an instrumented car, observed that those participants who reported 
anger during the test drove faster and more frequently exceeded the 
speed limit. In line with these findings, Stephens and Groeger (2011), 
using a driving simulator, showed that angry drivers approached haz-
ards with less caution and attempted more dangerous manoeuvres. 
Positive emotions evoking excitement and high levels of arousal have 
also been related to greater willingness to engage in reckless driving 
(Eherenfreund-Hager et al., 2017; Taubman-Ben-Ari, 2012). 

Based on this body of research, it seems clear that the emotional state 
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of the driver is a key factor in explaining the tendency towards risk- 
taking. Nevertheless, it is also well documented that emotions can be 
regulated (Gross, 2013). We proposed that an adequate ability to 
perceive, understand, and manage our emotions would allow for a better 
control of our emotional states during driving, which would in turn help 
to reduce involvement in risky behaviours and consequently the number 
of road accidents. Emotional intelligence (EI) is a construct that covers 
all these emotional abilities (Mayer et al., 2016; Mayer and Salovey, 
1997). In this regard, our purpose in the present study was to verify the 
existence of a relationship between EI, risky driving behaviours and the 
negative consequences associated with these behaviours. 

1.1. Emotional intelligence 

EI has been defined by Mayer and Salovey as “the ability to perceive 
accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or 
generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand 
emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions 
to promote emotional and intellectual growth” (Mayer and Salovey, 
1997). 

It is important here to note the coexistence of different approaches to 
EI in the literature. Depending on the theoretical conceptualization of 
the EI construct (ability vs. mixed EI) and the measurement method used 
(self-report vs. performance-based), Joseph and Newman (2010) pro-
posed the following categorization: self-report ability model, 
performance-based ability model, and self-report mixed model. The self- 
report ability model understands EI as a mental ability and focuses on 
the emotional abilities included in Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) 
conceptualization of EI. It employs self-report measures to assess these 
abilities. The performance-based ability model also considers EI as a set 
of emotion-related abilities but assessed these via performance-based 
tests. Finally, the self-report mixed model conceives EI as a broad 
construct combining both emotion-related abilities and personality 
factors which are assessed through self-report instruments. It is impor-
tant to consider these differences in the interpretation of EI since pre-
vious research indicates weak convergent validity between the models 
(Brackett et al., 2006; Joseph and Newman, 2010; Webb et al., 2013) 
and there are discrepant results in the literature concerning the pre-
diction of behaviour (Gómez-Leal et al., 2018; Gong and Jiao, 2019; 
Gutiérrez-Cobo et al., 2017; O’Boyle et al., 2011). 

1.2. Emotional intelligence and risky driving behaviour 

Research relating EI to risky driving behaviour is scarce and has 
yielded mixed findings. To our knowledge, only six studies can be found 
in the literature to date (Arnau-Sabatés et al., 2012; Falahi and Gou-
darzi, 2015; Fernández-Abascal and Martín-Díaz, 2015; Hayley et al., 
2017; Malinauskas et al., 2018; Smorti et al., 2018). Although some of 
these studies provide support for a negative relationship between EI and 
risky driving behaviour (Arnau-Sabatés et al. 2012; Falahi and Goudarzi, 
2015), others reveal a lack of relationship or one that depends on spe-
cific dimensions of EI or the EI model employed (Fernández-Abascal and 
Martín-Díaz, 2015; Hayley et al. 2017; Smorti et al. 2018). Some studies 
have even reported a positive relationship between these variables 
(Malinauskas et al. 2018). 

The lack of consensus between studies could be attributable to 
several factors, such as the different conceptualizations of EI used 
(mixed model vs. ability models) or the study samples, which have been 
unbalanced in terms of gender and predominantly composed of young 
university students. Previous studies have demonstrated that gender and 
age have a significant impact both on levels of EI (Cabello et al., 2016, 
2021; Sánchez-López et al., 2022; Sánchez-Núñez et al, 2008) and the 
tendency to engage in risky driving behaviours (Navas et al., 2019; 
Oltedal and Rundmo, 2006; Ulleberg, 2001; Ventsislavova et al., 2021). 
In addition, driving experience is a key factor in explaining differences 
in driving behaviour (Di Stasi et al., 2011; Konstantopoulos et al., 2010; 

Megías et al., 2018). Annual mileage and years of holding a driving li-
cense have been shown to be related to levels of perceived risk and risk- 
taking in driving (Cestac et al., 2011; Dingus, 2014; Forsyth et al., 1995). 
However, these variables have not been controlled in the previous 
literature examining the relationship between EI and risky driving 
behaviour. 

1.3. The present study 

The main objective of this study was to clarify the relationship be-
tween EI abilities and risky driving behaviour. We specifically expected 
to find that a better recognition, use, and manage of our emotions, i.e., 
better EI, is related to a lower tendency to engage in risky behaviours 
during driving. Furthermore, we were also interested in a second 
objective associated with the potential negative outcomes of risky 
driving behaviour. Because risky driving leads to a higher rate of road 
accidents and traffic tickets (Turner et al., 2004; WHO, 2018), we 
decided to explore the possible indirect effect of EI on the number of 
road accidents and traffic tickets through the mediating effect of risky 
driving behaviour. 

To achieve these objectives, we assessed the tendency towards 
engaging in risky driving behaviour in a community sample of drivers 
using the Dula Dangerous Driving Index (DDDI; Dula and Ballard, 2003). 
For the assessment of EI, we used the Wong and Law Emotional Intel-
ligence Scale (WLEIS; Extremera et al., 2019; Wong and Law, 2002), 
which is a self-report instrument based on Mayer and Salovey’s 
conceptualization of EI as a mental ability (Mayer and Salovey, 1997; 
Mayer et al., 2016). We prefer to work with the ability EI model because 
of its greater theoretical consistency and the fact that it is focused on a 
specific set of abilities for the recognition, use, and control of emotions 
(Joseph and Newman, 2010; Mayer et al., 2016; Palmer, 2001). In 
addition, we controlled for the potential influence of the sociodemo-
graphic variables of gender, age, annual car mileage, and time with a 
driving license given the previously demonstrated influence of these 
variables on risky driving behaviour and EI. 

In accordance with the objectives and measuring instruments 
described above, we proposed the following hypotheses: 

H1. Total EI scores and EI abilities will be negatively related to risky 
driving behaviour. 
H2. Risky driving behaviour will be positively related to the number 
of road accidents and traffic tickets. 
H3. There will be a negative indirect relationship between total EI 
scores (and EI abilities) and the number of road accidents and traffic 
tickets through the mediating effect of risky driving behaviour. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

This study comprised a community sample of 555 participants. In-
clusion criteria were being older than 18 years of age and to hold a valid 
car driving license. The participants were recruited using a snowball 
sampling method with the help of undergraduate students from the 
University of Málaga. The study was also promoted via advertisements 
at the Campus of the University of Málaga and social networks related to 
this university. Participation was always voluntary but was compen-
sated by means of course credits and entry into a raffle to win for a 100 € 
Amazon voucher. 

Of the total sample, 273 participants were women (49.19%) and 282 
were men (50.81%). The average age was 39.34 years (SD = 13.03), 
ranging from 18 to 79 years. With respect to their characteristics as 
drivers, the average time in possession of a car driving license was 
215.95 months (SD = 152.54). The mileage driven per year by car was 
estimated according to 12 categories (see Procedure and Instruments 
section), with 5.62 (SD = 2.71) being the average category selected for 
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the participants, which corresponded to an annual car mileage of around 
9000–12000 kms. 

Before starting the study, the participants were informed about their 
rights and the anonymity of their responses, and completed an online 
consent form in accordance with the Helsinki declaration (World Med-
ical Association, 2008). The Research Ethics Committee of the Univer-
sity of Málaga approved the study (approval number: 10–2019-H). 

2.2. Procedure and instruments 

The research was conducted through the LimeSurvey online platform 
(https://limesurvey.org), which participants accessed through a link 
provided via email from the authors. Blank responses were not allowed 
in order to avoid missing data. The assessment instruments are described 
below. 

At the beginning of the study, the participants were asked questions 
about gender, age, annual car mileage, time in possession of a car 
driving license in months (from now on, time with driving license), and 
the number of accidents and traffic tickets as a driver throughout their 
life. We estimated annual car mileage by following a similar procedure 
to that of Megías et al. (2018b) and Zhao and Wu (2012). This variable 
was assessed according to 12 categories: 1. “Not at all’, 2. “Less than 
1000kms”, 3. “1000-3000kms”, 4. “3000-6000kms”, 5. “6000- 
9000kms”, 6. “9000-12000kms”, 7. “12000-15000kms”, 8. “15000- 
18000kms”, 9. “18000-21000kms”, 10. “21000-30000kms”, 11. 
“30000- 40000kms”, and 12. “more than 40000kms”. 

The Wong and Law Emotional Intelligence Scale (WLEIS; Extremera 
et al., 2019; Wong and Law, 2002) is a self-report scale that measure 
ability EI. The scale is composed of 16 items divided into four subscales 
(4 items each): appraisal of one’s own emotions (SEA), appraisal of 
others’ emotions (OEA), use of emotion (UOE) and regulation of 
emotion (ROE). Responses to each item are given on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In our 
sample, the scale’s internal consistency was good and similar to that 
reported in validation studies (Cronbach’s α for the WLEIS total was 
0.87, and for the subscales this ranged between 0.81 and 0.90). 

The Dula Dangerous Driving Index (DDDI; Dula and Ballard, 2003; 
Willemsen et al., 2008) is a self-report scale developed to assess indi-
vidual propensities for dangerous driving behaviour. The instrument 
consists of 28 items divided into three subscales: risky driving, aggres-
sive driving, and negative emotional driving. We were interested in the 
risky driving subscale, which contains 12 items showing different 
driving behaviours that can put the safety of the driver and others at risk. 
Participants are required to respond to each item on the following 5- 
point Likert scale: “1. Never”, “2. Rarely”, “3. Sometimes”, “4. Often”, 
and “5. Always”. In our sample, the internal consistency of the risky 
driving subscale was acceptable and similar to previous studies (Cron-
bach’s α = 0.80). 

2.3. Data analysis plan 

First, descriptive analyses and Pearson’s correlations were computed 
for the study variables. Second, we conducted a series of multiple linear 
regressions to study the relationship between WLEIS scores and risky 
driving (H1) and the relationship between risky driving and the number 
of accidents and traffic tickets (H2) after controlling for the influence of 
the sociodemographic variables of gender, age, annual car mileage, and 
time with driving license (these variables were included as predictors in 
each model). For the analysis of the WLEIS dimensions, we entered the 
four dimensions together as predictors in a single multiple linear 
regression model in order to identify the EI abilities that were the 
strongest contributors. Third, simple mediation analyses were carried 
out to examine the possible mediating role of risky driving in the rela-
tionship between the WLEIS scores and the number of driving accidents 
and traffic tickets (H3). Fourth, we were interested in identifying the 
direct and indirect effects of the WLEIS dimensions that best predicted 

the number of accidents and traffic tickets. To this end, we used medi-
ation models in which the four WLEIS dimensions were entered as 
predictors and only the significant direct and indirect effects observed in 
the previous simple mediation analyses were included. Moreover, these 
analyses help to reduce the possible problems associated with multiple 
statistical inferences in the previous mediation analyses. The socio-
demographic variables of gender, age, annual car mileage, and time with 
driving license were controlled in all the mediation analyses. 

The descriptive analyses, Pearson’s correlations, and multiple re-
gressions were conducted using SPSS version 24.0 (IBM Corporation, 
Armonk NY, USA). The level of significance was set at 0.05. IBM AMOS 
21.0 software was used for the mediation analyses. Indirect effects were 
estimated via bias-corrected bootstrapping method (1,000 samples, 95% 
CI). 

3. Results 

Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations of the study vari-
ables are shown in Table 1. Analysis of the correlations of interest 
associated with H1 revealed a significant negative relationship between 
WLEIS total and risky driving (r = -0.09, p =.03). With respect to the 
WLEIS dimensions, WLEIS SEA and WLEIS ROE also showed a signifi-
cant negative relationship with risky driving (WLEIS SEA: r = -0.12, p 
<.01; WLEIS ROE: r = -0.12, p <.01). Regarding H2, risky driving was 
positively related to the number of accidents (r = 0.17, p <.001) and 
traffic tickets (r = 0.20, p <.001). Note that, while significant, the 
magnitude of these correlations was low. 

Next, although this was not the aim of this study, we thought it might 
be of interest to describe correlations for the sociodemographic vari-
ables, along with gender differences (see Table 1 and Table S1 included 
as supplementary material). Age was negatively correlated with WLEIS 
OEA and risky driving, and positively correlated with WLEIS SEA, 
number of accidents, and number of traffic tickets (all p <.05). Annual 
car mileage was negatively correlated with WLEIS OEA and positively 
correlated with risky driving, number of accidents and number of traffic 
tickets (all p <.05). Time with driving license was negatively correlated 
with WLEIS OEA and risky driving and positively correlated with WLEIS 
SEA, WLEIS ROE, number of accidents, and number of traffic tickets (all 
p <.05). Finally, gender differences computed by t-tests revealed that 
women, compared with men, showed significantly higher scores for 
WLEIS OEA (p <.05) and lower scores for WLEIS ROE, risky driving, 
number of accidents, and number of traffic tickets (all p <.05). These 
differences support our decision to introduce these sociodemographic 
variables as factors to control in subsequent analyses. 

In order to study, in more detail, the relationship between EI and 
risky driving (H1), we decided to examine, through multiple linear 
regression analyses, the predictive value of the WLEIS total and the 
WLEIS dimensions for risky driving after controlling for the socio-
demographic variables. The results revealed that WLEIS total remained 
a significant predictor of risky driving (β = -0.11, p <. 01). For the 
WLEIS dimensions (the four WLEIS dimensions were entered as pre-
dictors in a single model), WLEIS ROE was the only EI dimension that 
remained a significant predictor of risky driving (β = -0.12, p =. 01). We 
present the complete set of statistical results for the regression models as 
supplementary material (Table S2). 

Next, we applied a similar analytical strategy (multiple regression 
models controlling for sociodemographic variables) for studying the 
relationship between risky driving and the number of accidents and 
traffic tickets (H2). These analyses revealed that risky driving remained 
a significant predictor of the number of accidents (β = 0.17, p <.001) 
and traffic tickets (β = 0.21, p <.001). The complete results for the 
regression models are presented as supplementary material (Table S3). 

Focusing on H3, we examined whether EI had an indirect effect on 
the number of accidents and traffic tickets through its relationship with 
the tendency to engage in risky driving behaviours. A simple mediation 
model was tested for each combination of WLEIS scores (WLEIS total or 
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one of its dimensions) as predictor, risky driving as mediator, and 
number of accidents or traffic tickets as criterion. The results revealed 
significant indirect and direct effects of WLEIS total on both the number 
of accidents (indirect effect: b = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.056, − 0.004]; direct 
effect: b = -0.12, 95% CI [-0.248, − 0.009]; explained variance of the 
model = 12%) and the number of traffic tickets (indirect effect: b =
-0.06, 95% CI [-0.137, − 0.009]; direct effect: b = -0.19, 95% CI [-0.378, 
− 0.007]; explained variance of the model = 21%). With respect to the 
WLEIS dimensions, the mediation analyses revealed that WLEIS SEA had 
an indirect effect on the number of accidents (b = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.044, 
− 0.005]) and traffic tickets (b = -0.05, 95% CI [-0.110, − 0.010]). For 
WLEIS OEA no indirect effects were found, but a direct effect was 
observed on the number of traffic tickets (b = -0.25, 95% CI [-0.396, 
− 0.081]). WLEIS UOE did not show any indirect or direct effect. Finally, 
WLEIS ROE showed indirect and direct effects on the number of 

accidents (indirect effect: b = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.042, − 0.006]; direct 
effect: b = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.154, − 0.002]) and traffic tickets (indirect 
effect: b = -0.05, 95% CI [-0.094, − 0.015]; direct effect: b = -0.14, 95% 
CI [-0.282, − 0.029]). None of the remaining direct and indirect effects 
were significant. 

Finally, we were interested in identifying those WLEIS dimensions 
that most strongly contribute to the mediating effects of risky driving on 
both the number of accidents and traffic tickets. The four WLEIS di-
mensions were simultaneously introduced as predictors (see Fig. 1). 
Only the significant direct and indirect effects observed in the previous 
simple mediation analyses were included in each model. The results 
showed that the number of accidents was predicted by the indirect (via 
risky driving) and direct effect of WLEIS ROE (indirect effect: b = -0.02, 
95% CI [-0.039, − 0.003]; direct effect: b = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.154, 
− 0.002]). This model explained 12% of the variance. In the case of the 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations for the study variables.   

x‾ (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

(1) WLEIS total 5.01 (0.72) —          
(2) WLEIS SEA 5.17 (0.89) 0.73** —         
(3) WLEIS OEA 5.23 (0.89) 0.55** 0.28** —        
(4) WLEIS UOE 5.03 (1.09) 0.77** 0.45** 0.20** —       
(5) WLEIS ROE 4.59 (1.17) 0.77** 0.40** 0.18** 0.48** —      
(6) Risky driving 1.53 (0.39) -0.09* -0.12** 0.03 -0.04 -0.12** —     
(7) Number of accidents 0.83 (1.08) -0.08 -0.01 -0.13** -0.03 -0.06 0.17** —    
(8) Number of traffic tickets 1.57 (2.08) -0.06 0.02 -0.19** 0.03 -0.05 0.20** 0.35** —   
(9) Age 39.34 (13.03) 0.02 0.11* -0.21** 0.04 0.08 -0.22** 0.21** 0.32** —  
(10) Annual car mileage 5.62 (2.71) 0.04 0.02 -0.09* 0.07 0.07 0.17** 0.21** 0.36** 0.11* — 
(11) Time with driving license 216.95 (152.54) 0.05 0.13** -0.17** 0.08 0.09* -0.13** 0.25** 0.35** 0.88** 0.17** 

*p <.05, **p <.01. 

Fig. 1. Representation of the two mediation models with WLEIS dimensions as predictors and risky driving as a mediator variable. The top diagram shows the model 
that included the number of accidents as criterion and the bottom diagram the model that included the number of traffic tickets. For ease of interpretation, only 
significant paths are represented in the diagrams. Standardized path coefficients (β) are incorporated. Asterisks indicate significance level: *p <.05, **p <.01. 
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number of traffic tickets, this was predicted by the indirect effect of 
WLEIS ROE (b = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.085, − 0.007]) and the direct effect of 
WLEIS OEA (b = -0.21, 95% CI [-0.361, − 0.039]). This model explained 
21% of the variance. See Fig. 1 for a graphical representation of these 
two models. 

4. Discussion 

It is clear that emotion plays an important role in explaining risk 
behaviour, while the latter is a critical determinant of road accidents 
(Turner et al., 2004; Rivers et al. 2008; Slovic, 2010; WHO, 2018). 
Therefore, a better understanding of the role that EI abilities play in risk- 
taking while driving could provide considerable benefits for road safety 
and society in general. The findings of this research shed new light on 
this question. 

Focusing on each of the proposed hypotheses, first, our results pro-
vide support for H1, showing that higher levels of self-reported ability EI 
were associated with a lower likelihood of engaging in risky driving 
behaviour. The ability to regulate emotions (WLEIS ROE) was the EI 
ability that explained the most variance. Second, and confirming H2, a 
greater propensity towards risky driving behaviour was related to a 
higher number of accidents and traffic tickets reported throughout their 
life. Third, a better self-reported ability EI was also related to fewer 
number of road accidents and traffic tickets through the mediating effect 
of risky driving behaviours. In particular, the EI ability that better pre-
dicted the number of accidents was the regulation of emotions (WLEIS 
ROE) through both direct and indirect effects. The EI abilities that better 
predicted the number of traffic tickets were the appraisal of others’ 
emotions (WLEIS OEA) via a direct effect and the regulation of emotions 
(WLEIS ROE) via an indirect effect. 

It is important to highlight that, although significant, in general the 
magnitude of the relationships analysed between EI and the outcome 
variables was small. In fact, some of the sociodemographic variables 
included as control variables in the study were shown to have a similar 
or even stronger predictive value when compared with EI. For example, 
we observed a higher risk-taking propensity in men (compared with 
women) and a decrease in risk-taking with age, which agrees with the 
previous literature (Navas et al., 2019; Oltedal and Rundmo, 2006; 
Ulleberg, 2001; Ventsislavova et al., 2021). Moreover, annual car milage 
and time with driving license (when controlling for age, see Table S2) 
were both positively correlated with risky driving behaviour (Cestac 
et al., 2011). These differences suggest the need to account for these 
factors when studying risky driving behaviour. Importantly, our hy-
potheses were supported when controlling for all these variables. 

Taken together, our findings seem to support the existence of a 
negative relationship between the levels of self-reported ability EI 
(mainly the ability of regulating of emotions) and the likelihood of 
engaging in risky driving behaviours and their associated negative 
consequences. As described in the Introduction section, the previous 
literature examining this topic had reported mixed results. We think that 
the present research can help to clarify these discrepancies. Specifically, 
our results support those reported by Arnau-Sabatés et al. (2012) and 
Falahi and Goudarzi (2015), although, unlike our approach, they 
focused on the self-report mixed model of EI. Studies such as those of 
Hayley et al. (2017) and Fernández-Abascal and Martín-Díaz (2015) also 
seem to suggest the existence of a negative relationship between EI and 
risky driving, but this was limited to certain EI dimensions and was 
dependent on the type of EI instrument used. For example, Hayley et al. 
(2017), using a self-report ability instrument, only found a relationship 
with the EI dimension of emotional recognition and expression, and 
Fernández-Abascal and Martín-Díaz (2015) observed that risky driving 
was related to EI measured by a self-report mixed instrument, but not 
when using a self-report ability instrument (as we used). Finally, our 
data are not compatible with those of Smorti et al. (2018) and Mali-
nauskas et al. (2018), who reported no relationship or even a positive 
relationship between EI and risky driving. The reasons for the observed 

discrepancies between these findings should be examined in more depth. 
For example, the type of measuring instruments used or characteristics 
of the sample (e.g., driving experience, gender, age, or university stu-
dents vs. community samples) could underlie these differences. 

At a theoretical level, our findings could be explained based on the 
importance that decision-making models assign to emotional factors in 
risk-taking (Loewenstein et al., 2001; Mohr et al., 2010; Pessoa, 2008; 
Slovic, 2010). Emotions are experienced frequently during driving; for 
example, being stuck in a traffic jam, arriving late for work, or suffering 
the aberrant driving of another driver makes us feel frustrated, anxious, 
or angry. Such aroused emotional states can cause drivers to approach 
hazards with less caution and engage more often in reckless driving 
(Eherenfreund-Hager et al., 2017; Mesken et al. 2007; Stephens and 
Groeger, 2011). In these situations, and according with our results, an 
adequate perception and management of emotions would allow for 
controlling these emotional states during driving, which would in turn 
help to reduce involvement in risky behaviours. 

4.1. Practical implications, limitations, and future lines of research 

Our findings could have practical implications for road safety and 
public health. In particular, our data suggest that drivers with good EI 
abilities would show a lower tendency towards risk-taking, which would 
help to prevent road traffic accidents, and, consequently, reduce the 
number of deaths and serious injuries on our roads. As proposed by 
Ulleberg and Rundmo (2003), intervention strategies aimed at learning 
how to deal with emotional responses during driving could be more 
effective mitigating high-risk behaviours, such as speeding, drink- 
driving, or dangerous overtaking, than those that only inform drivers 
of the risk of accidents or merely ask them to change their attitudes and 
behaviour toward risk. RULER and INTEMO are two training programs 
design to improve our emotional competencies that could be adapted to 
the driving context (Cabello et al., 2016; Castillo et al., 2013; Nathanson 
et al., 2016). These programs could be included within current policies 
and practices in road safety that are promoted by governments and in-
stitutions. Moreover, it would be worth implementing these from an 
early age in schools or, at least, direct these programs towards learner 
drivers during their period of instruction in driving schools. 

Finally, we would like to suggest some future lines of research that 
could help to overcome several limitations of the present study. First, 
our data are correlational in nature, and therefore causal inferences 
cannot be drawn. Experimental studies are needed to confirm the pro-
tective role of EI in risky driving. This issue will need to be addressed 
before applying our findings to health policies such as those discussed in 
the preceding paragraph. Second, the study variables were measured by 
self-reports. Responses in these types of instruments are based on sub-
jective perceptions, which can be biased by social desirability or by an 
incorrect perception of their abilities and behaviours. The employment 
of performance-based EI tests (e.g., the MSCEIT questionnaire) and more 
realistic measures of driving behaviour using simulators or instrumented 
cars would help to avoid these biases and provide more objective results. 
Third, the magnitude of some of the significant relationships observed in 
this study were not particularly strong. Further studies are therefore 
needed to replicate our findings. Fourth, in our study sample, the drivers 
have been involved in a relatively small number of accidents and tickets, 
which, although common in a community sample, could affect our an-
alyses. In this regard, the study of EI in particular populations of drivers 
such as recidivist offenders could be of special relevance. Finally, 
although a strength of our study was the control of the sample through 
the variables of gender, age and driving experience, it would be inter-
esting to consider additional variables that have shown to be closely 
related to risk-taking, such as impulsivity and sensitivity to reward 
(Baltruschat et al., 2020; Reniers et al., 2016; Scott-Parker and Weston, 
2017). 
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5. Conclusion 

Road traffic accidents represent one of the most serious public health 
concerns worldwide. Unfortunately, in spite of the very commendable 
efforts undertaken by road safety agencies, risky driving behaviours 
continue to be among the most predominant factors explaining accident 
rates (Turner et al., 2004; WHO, 2018). Thus, there is an urgent need to 
apply new measures designed to reduce these behaviours. The findings 
of the present research suggest that drivers who self-report good abilities 
in EI would be less likely to behave in a risky manner while driving. This 
safer behaviour would then reduce the probability of potential road 
traffic accidents and traffic tickets. If future experimental studies are 
able to confirm the causal and protective role of EI in risky driving 
behaviour, then this would support the notion that training programs 
designed to improve emotional competencies could represent a useful 
strategy for promoting road safety. 
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Sánchez-López: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Writing – original 
draft. Pablo Fernández-Berrocal: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, 
Writing – review & editing. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial 
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence 
the work reported in this paper. 

Acknowledgment 

This work was funded by the Regional Ministry of Economy and 
Knowledge, Junta de Andalucía (EMERGIA20_00056 and UMA18- 
FEDERJA-137 to Alberto Megías Robles), the Spanish Ministry of 
Economy, Industry and Competitiveness (PSI2017-84170-R to Pablo 
Fernández Berrocal), and the Spanish Ministry of Education and Voca-
tional Training (FPU18/00610 to María T. Sánchez López). 
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