
 

UK public want self-driving cars to be
labelled
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The finalized prototype of Google self-driving car. Credit: Google

Nearly nine out of 10 people in the UK (86%) want self-driving vehicles
to be labeled so they can be clearly distinguished from human-driven
vehicles, according to a major new survey led by UCL researchers.

The research team surveyed 4,860 members of the British public in late
2021 about their attitudes to self-driving vehicles. The questions were
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created following interviews with 50 experts involved in developing the
technology.

The researchers found that, while experts tended to downplay concerns
about self-driving vehicles, members of the public were more skeptical.
This skepticism, the researchers said, would not be resolved with better
public understanding of the technology, but reflected real uncertainties
that developers needed to address.

Most survey respondents were uncomfortable with the idea of using self-
driving vehicles (58%) or sharing the road with them (55%)—a trend
that has remained consistent over five years of public surveys.

Professor Jack Stilgoe (UCL Science & Technology Studies), who led
the project, says that "Self-driving vehicles are often hyped as heralding
a new transport revolution, but if they are to become a useful
technology, the world will need to adapt to support their use, with new
rules of the road and new infrastructure. There will also be new risks."

"These changes need to be discussed widely, not just by policymakers
and the people developing the technology."

"Some technology developers are worried that, if self-driving vehicles
are labeled, drivers, pedestrians and cyclists will be confused or even
take advantage of them on the road. Our research suggests that people
are skeptical that self-driving vehicles will behave just like human driven
vehicles. They want to know when they are dealing with a new object on
the road."

The researchers said the findings of their survey pointed to a number of
recommendations for policy makers:

Transparency. Nine out of 10 people (92%) agreed that in the
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event of a collision "all data must be made available to
investigators." Currently, self-driving vehicles companies are not
necessarily compelled to share their crash data with investigators.
This is in contrast to the aviation sector, where black boxes—the
key independent witnesses in air accident investigations—are
compulsory in all aircraft.
High safety standards. 61% of survey respondents supported high
safety standards, agreeing that self-driving vehicles should be
"Much safer than the safest human driver," or "Never causing a
serious collision."
Labeling. 86% of survey respondents agreed that self-driving
vehicles should be clearly identified.

Among the other findings, the survey highlighted a preference among
the UK public for self-driving public transport compared to other self-
driving vehicles. A majority of respondents said that self-driving shuttle
buses and delivery pods would be useful (62% and 54% respectively),
while fewer respondents said that self-driving taxis, private cars, car
clubs and lorries would be useful (43%, 42%, 37%, 33%).

The survey also suggested public skepticism of the idea that everyone
would benefit, the researchers said, with 73% of respondents agreeing
that self-driving vehicle developers would benefit most from the new
technology. Only 13% agreed that poor people would benefit more from
the technology than rich people.

An overwhelming majority of respondents said self-driving vehicles
should be programmed to drive cautiously and to follow the rules of the
road (whereas 42% agreed that human drivers sometimes needed to
break the rules).

Some survey responses suggested support for infrastructure change to
accommodate self-driving vehicles. A sizeable proportion (49%) agreed
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that "we should standardize the driving environment internationally, to
make it easier for SDVs to work everywhere" (17% disagreeing), while
46% agreed that "Zebra crossings should be converted to traffic light
crossings to make it easier for SDVs" (29% disagreeing).

However, other responses suggested a resistance to changes to the
driving environment. Seventy percent of respondents agreed that self-
driving vehicles "will need to 'understand' the intentions of people at the
side of the road when negotiating zebra crossings," while 51% agreed
that pedestrians will "want to communicate with the self-driving vehicle
just as they do with human drivers."

The survey was part of a three-year project, entitled "Driverless
Futures?", which involved researchers from UCL, UWE Bristol and
City, University of London and was funded by the UK Economic and
Social Research Council.

  More information: Reports: driverless-
futures.com/2022/05/09/survey-reports/
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