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Confused UK drivers believe they can buy
a fully Autonomous car today

• Thatcham Research urges caution as 52% of UK drivers still
mistakenly believe that fully Autonomous driving is possible today;
number rises to 72% in the US

• UK motorists recognise potential for Automated Driving to improve
safety by removing human error

• Watching brief: 44% of UK respondents will wait for the technology
to mature before they would consider purchasing a car with self-
driving capability

• Thatcham Research calls for all stakeholders to come together to



instil Trust in Automation

Thatcham Research is launching findings from its Trust in Automation
consumer study[1], which has revealed that just over half of UK drivers think
that they can buy a fully Autonomous[2]car today.

This is despite the fact that only Assisted Driving systems, which require
driver support, are currently available in the UK.

“Realising the government’s stated safety ambition for Automated vehicles is
dependent on driver education,” comments Matthew Avery, chief strategic
research officer, Thatcham Research. “This can’t just be lip service. With more
than half of the UK public believing that Autonomous driving is here today,
the perception is racing ahead of the reality. This demonstrates just how
much work needs to be done to set realistic consumer expectations of the
first vehicles offering limited self-driving functionality, when they do become
available. Put simply, the benefits of Automation will not be delivered if
people don’t fully understand its limitations.”

UK roads will potentially see vehicles with ‘self-driving capability’ by 2025,
according to a recent Government announcement. However, the first
iterations of the technology, known as ALKS[3](Automated Lane Keeping
Systems) can only be activated on motorways with the driver needing to
resume control as required.

The false impression regarding the current availability of self-driving
technology was found to be more prevalent in younger age groups (77% of
17–24-year-olds) than it was amongst those aged 55+ (41%).

The figure rises to an astonishing 72% of the 2,000 drivers also surveyed in
the United States.[i]
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Drivers recognise potential societal benefit

In addition, the Trust in Automation study has revealed that 73% of UK
motorists recognise the benefits of emerging Automated Driving
technology.[ii]

When asked what they consider the key benefits of the technology to be, the
most popular option was improving safety through removing human error
(21%), followed by improving mobility for the elderly and disabled (14%) and
reducing pollution through fewer traffic jams and unnecessary acceleration /
deceleration (8%).

Very few drivers saw freeing up time to work (3%), entertain themselves (3%)
or sleep (2%) as advantages to Automation.
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“Drivers are beginning to recognise that Automation can deliver significant
societal benefit in terms of safety, mobility and sustainability,” comments
Avery. “However, with safety being such a high priority for drivers, accidents
that do occur will be scrutinised under the media microscope, quickly eroding
consumer confidence.

“The industry must be cautious with the language employed to sell
Automation and drivers must be made aware of the limitations of systems, a
small number of which are already on sale and in-use in Germany with ALKS
fitted. This is vital not only during the early stages of adoption but also as we
move towards fuller levels of Automation.”

In November 2021 the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders (SMMT)
launched guiding principles to ensure that Automated vehicle marketing is
clear and comprehensible.

Developed in partnership with the Centre for Connected and Autonomous
Vehicles’ AV-DRiVE Group[4], the principles provide an outline for responsible
advertising and communication relating to Automated vehicles and their
capabilities.

“It’s crucial that the SMMT’s existing guidelines are adhered to, along with
the subsequent principles currently in development with the AV-DRiVE Group
for ALKS specifically. This is an ongoing communication through the stages
of Automation at various touchpoints – encompassing carmaker marketing,
how the systems interact with drivers, and how system capability is described
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in dealerships,” comments Avery.

Watching brief: consumers need convincing

Even though drivers were most likely to see safety as a key benefit of
Automation, the survey found that 76% of drivers would keep their eyes on
the road when the first cars with self-driving capabilities like ALKS were
made available to them.

This is despite respondents being told that the technology would specifically
allow them to take their eyes off the road[5].

Avery comments: “Even when told they can rely on the system and take their
eyes off the road, most people would still prefer to oversee the driving task.
This suggests that although safety is seen by many to be a key benefit of
Automation, trust and confidence needs to be nurtured over time.”

In positive news for carmakers looking to offer limited Automation to
customers, 76% of drivers said they would not totally discount the idea of
buying a vehicle with self-driving capability – but the majority are keen to
see the technology prove itself before they give it the green light:

• 44% of respondents said they would wait for the technology to
mature before purchasing a self-driving car when available

• 16% of respondents said they would purchase a vehicle with
self-driving technology, but only if it comes with a car they
already intended to buy

• 4% of respondents said they will purchase a car with self-driving
capability as soon as possible

• 24% of UK respondents said they would completely avoid buying
a car with self-driving capability

“With the majority of drivers stating that they intend to keep a watching brief
on how the technology behaves on the roads, it’s vital that all industry
stakeholders come together to instil trust in Automation by ensuring
motorists have a firm grasp of their legal obligations and the performance
limitations of systems,” said Avery.
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Industry comment on Trust in Automation

Steve Gooding, director, RAC Foundation, said:

“This research provides some valuable insights for policy-makers keen to
usher in the start of automated driving.

“Given all the hype surrounding automated car technology, particularly
coverage of autonomous cars and taxis operating in the US, it isn’t surprising
that some people think self-driving cars are already available on the UK
market.

“The most important point that this research highlights is the need to ensure
drivers understand the limits of automated options when they do first appear
on UK roads, particularly where the system requires the driver to stand ready
to re-take control.”

Jonathan Dye, chair of the Automated Driving Insurer Group (ADIG) and head
of underwriting, QBE said:

“The research clearly highlights it is critical for the safe deployment of self-
driving vehicles that drivers (or in the future ‘users in charge’) have a clear
understanding of a vehicle’s capabilities and therefore their obligations
regarding its safe use.



“In addition to education and collaboration across industry sectors, a key
element will be the sharing of data and the transparency of what each
specific vehicle is capable of at a point in time. With some models likely to
have the self-driving technology as ‘optional’, or as an ‘over the air update’,
meaning it would be possible to change a vehicle’s capabilities overnight, it’s
imperative the driver has a full and clear understanding of the vehicle’s
limitations post update and that they are adequately protected by purchasing
an appropriate insurance product.”

--ENDS--

About Thatcham Research

Thatcham Research provides vehicle risk intelligence encompassing safety,
repair, and security to the UK automotive and insurance industries, helping to
manage the opportunities and challenges of future vehicle technology and
identify safe adoption strategies.

www.thatcham.org

[1] The research was conducted by Opinion Matters, among a sample of 4,000
car owners (2,000 respondents in UK and 2,000 respondents in USA) aged
17+. The data was collected between 18.03.22 - 24.03.22. Opinion Matters
abides by and employs members of the Market Research Society and follows
the MRS code of conduct which is based on the ESOMAR principles.

[2] Full wording of the question posed to respondents: Do you think it is
possible to purchase a car today that can drive itself? (By ‘drive itself’ we
mean a car with technology that can drive the car completely autonomously,
as safely as a competent human driver would, and allows you to remove your
hands from the steering wheel)

[3]Automated Lane Keeping Systems (ALKS) and Listing of Self-Driving
Vehicles - Vehicle Certification Agency (vehicle-certification-agency.gov.uk)

[4] The AV-DRiVE Group comprises of industry and civil society leaders
including the Department for Transport (DfT), Society of Motor Manufacturers
and Traders (SMMT), International Vehicle Standards (IVS), Vehicle

http://www.thatcham.org
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https://www.vehicle-certification-agency.gov.uk/connected-and-automated-vehicles/automated-lane-keeping-systems-alks-and-listing-of-self-driving-vehicles/
https://www.vehicle-certification-agency.gov.uk/connected-and-automated-vehicles/automated-lane-keeping-systems-alks-and-listing-of-self-driving-vehicles/
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Certification Agency (VCA), Driver and Vehicle Licencing Agency (DVLA),
Driver and Vehicle Standards Agency (DVSA), Motor Ombudsman, British
Vehicle Rental & Leasing Association (BVRLA), National Highways, National
Franchised Dealers Association (FDA), the AA, the RAC Foundation, Brake,
Royal Society for Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA), National Police Chiefs
Council (NPCC), Advertising Standards Authority (AAA), British Insurance
Brokers' Association (BIBA), Roadsafe, PAVE and Thatcham Research

[5] Full wording of the question posed to respondents: How would you spend
your time in a vehicle that has a Self-Driving capability, where you as the
driver can take your eyes off the road and the vehicle will handle everything
that might occur whilst driving in situations that the Self-Driving capability
can handle?

[i]Combining respondents who said ‘Yes, definitely’ or ‘Yes, possibly’ to: Do
you think it is possible to purchase a car today that can drive itself?

[ii]Inverted proportion of the 27% of the UK respondents who said ‘I see no
benefit to Self-Driving or Autonomous technology’

Thatcham Research is the independent voice of automotive safety, security &
repair, advising motorists, insurers and vehicle manufacturers to help reduce
accident frequency, severity and costs and to realise the vision of ‘Safer cars,
fewer crashes’, while driving standards in vehicle security.

As well as its world leading crash and track research, Thatcham Research
develops repair methods amongst a number of other products and services
within the collision repair industry for insurers, motor manufacturers,
equipment manufacturers and suppliers.

In addition, Thatcham Research has administered the Association of British
Insurer’s (ABI) Group Rating system for the past 50 years. Group Rating is an
advisory system intended to provide insurers with the relative risk of private
cars and light commercial vehicles.

A founder member of the international Research Council for Automobile
Repairs (RCAR), Thatcham Research has also been a member of the European
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New Car Assessment Programme (Euro NCAP) since 2004.
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