Getting There

There oughta’ be a law

Walt Seifert

Cars careening through deserted cities.  A Cadillac heading hell-bent-for-leather into a dark tunnel.  An SUV skidding off the road and then racing across the countryside.  High-octane chase scenes from action movies?  Nope, just your ordinary, run-of-the-mill automobile commercials.

In the auto commercial world, aggressive driving, speeding and illegal behavior are the norm.  So says a study in the Journal for Public Health.  Researchers reviewed 250 TV commercials for motor vehicles, 30 seconds or longer, aired between the years of 1998 and 2002.  Almost half glamorized such unsafe behavior.  

Is unsafe driving a trivial problem?  Absolutely not.  Motor vehicle crashes are a leading cause of death of young American and Canadian drivers (the study was done by Toronto researchers).  In the last year of the study, there were 6.5 million motor vehicle crashes in North America.  The results:  almost 45,000 deaths and 3.4 million injuries. On average, 123 people were killed every day that year.  That’s more than five every single hour of the day.

And what worries us and gets the headlines?  West Nile virus and avian flu.  Anthrax in the mail.  Child kidnappings.  These, at least so far, have affected tiny percentages of the population in comparison to car crashes.

Chase scenes in movies are one thing.  We go to movies looking for escape, thrills and maybe an adrenaline rush.  We don’t necessarily expect to emulate the make-believe that entertains us.  

But car commercials and ads are another matter.  First of all, they are everywhere.  Auto advertisers spent $17 billion in 2004 according to Nielsen Media Research.  Secondly, they are selling a product and, not incidentally, a lifestyle— not just trying to entertain.  Third, commercials often use the public’s airwaves.

Whether the driving in commercials influences actual driving behavior is unclear.  It is clear that advertisers fervently believe commercials affect buying behavior.

Why should auto manufacturers be allowed to show their products being used illegally or irresponsibly?  If a knife manufacturer showed its product being used in a crime, there’s little doubt there would be a great hue-and-cry.  Should it be different for cars?  

This is not simply a matter of advertisers “selling the sizzle, not the steak.”  This is condoning and encouraging risky and illegal acts—and all in sterile, eerily empty worlds where those acts have no consequences.  There are no car commercials showing the bloody and heart-rending aftermath of crashes.

The United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand have ethical codes or regulatory standards for auto advertising.  No such restraints are in place in Canada or the United States.  The only bow to responsibility we get are words in tiny print flashed for milliseconds on the screen, “Closed course with professional driver. Do not attempt.” 

In the U.S., we’ve placed restrictions on the advertising of dangerous products such as cigarettes and alcohol.  Automobiles are also dangerous products.  Yet commercials exhort young drivers and old to seek thrills driving, to look for that rush, to go to the edge and beyond.  Vehicle speed and power are hyped as ends in themselves.

It seems like drivers are paying attention.  My perception is that people drive much more aggressively and less safely than they did years ago.  Overall, drivers are less patient and considerate.  Are commercials part of the problem?

Here’s the conclusion of the Canadian study.  “Unsafe driving is prevalent in North American automobile commercials.  Given the extent to which (motor vehicle crashes) are a public health and economic concern, this finding seems in conflict with responsible advertising.  The degree to which the portrayal of driving in automobile commercials affects consumer-driving behaviour should be an area of further investigation.”

Why wait?  How about just passing a law now that says cars can’t be driven dangerously and illegally in commercials?

