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How much do you really know  
about self-driving vehicles?  
 
Are they safer than human  
drivers? Will they improve our  
travel experiences? 
 
Who’s responsible if they crash?  
And what about cybersecurity? 
 
  

Read on to get the answers you need to sort the facts from the myths.



Brake and Project Endeavour asked more than 2,000 people questions  
about self-driving vehicles. The survey was carried out online in  
February 2021 by independent market research company Surveygoo.  
Find out more and read the full survey results at  
www.brake.org.uk/self-driving-vehicles.
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Myth Fact?OR

     Self-driving vehicles are 
safer than human drivers‘‘

What people think  
● More people think they are likely to be  

involved in a crash in a self-driving vehicle  
(36%) than with a human in control (23%)   

● More people think that self-driving vehicles  
will have a negative effect (36%) on the safety  
of roads in the UK than a positive effect (30%)  

● Two-thirds (67%) of industry experts believe  
that self-driving vehicles will make UK  
roads safer 1 

  

This is a fact 
 
Self-driving vehicles are widely recognised  
as having the potential to offer significant  
safety benefits – by significantly reducing  
human error, which is a contributory factor in  
many serious road crashes.2 Road safety experts  
estimate that, over the next decade, automated  
safety technology could save 3,900 lives and prevent  
more than 47,000 serious crashes in the UK. 3 

How could self-driving vehicles be safer? 
 
● Self-driving vehicles keep within speed limits, in the  

correct lane and at a safe distance from other vehicles 
and other road users, including people who walk  
and cycle.  

● Self-driving vehicles don’t get tempted to read a text 
while driving, or to drive after drinking alcohol or taking 
drugs. They don’t get tired, and they don’t get distracted.  

● Advanced sensor systems are more sensitive than  
human senses. They can detect and respond to stationary 
and moving objects at further distances, and they don't  
experience pressure and stress.  

 
Although the potential safety benefits are well-documented, 
many people still have their doubts. Overcoming public  
concerns remains a significant challenge for vehicle  
developers. Headline-grabbing stories often inform public 
perception and opinion, regardless of the weight of evidence 
behind them.4,5 
 

‘‘
What’s the truth?



Road safety experts  
estimate that, over the  

next decade, automated  
safety technology could  

save 3,900 lives and  
prevent more than  

47,000 serious crashes 
 in the UK.
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● Self-driving vehicles must be safe, secure  
and resilient to cyber-attacks. 

 
● The UK has a world-class reputation for  

cybersecurity (ranked top for self-driving  
vehicle cybersecurity).6,7  

 
● Industry experts and academics continue to 

work together to share knowledge and develop 
best practice.  

Self-driving vehicles must be resilient 
to cyber-attacks that affect road safety 

Talking point: How safe is safe enough? 
 
Most people agree that self-driving  
vehicles need to be at least as  
safe as a human driver. But do  
you think they need to be as safe  
as the most competent and careful  
driver in every situation? Could you accept that 
self-driving vehicles might offer significant safety 
improvements in some situations but not be quite 
as good in others? Is society being deprived of the 
overall safety benefits while we wait for  
self-driving vehicles to be as safe as the very best 
human driver in every possible situation?  
 
Find out more and join the conversation at 
www.brake.org.uk/self-driving-vehicles

What effect do you think the use of self-driving vehicles in  
the UK will have on your data privacy? (Age range 18–24.) 

very negative 

somewhat negative 

neither negative nor positive 

somewhat positive 

very positive

10%

35%

5%
13%

37%

What people told us



45%  
of people aged 18–24  
think self-driving vehicles  
will have a negative effect  
on their data privacy
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Myth Fact?OR

     Self-driving vehicles are  
already on our streets‘‘ ‘‘

What people think  
● 7% of people think that  

fully self-driving  
vehicles are already  
operating in their  
town centre but 14%  
think they will never be there   

● Nearly 3 in 10 people (28%) think that  
self-driving vehicles can be tested and 
used on public roads by anybody 

XThis is both a myth  
 and fact  
 
Vehicles with some aspects of self-driving  
technology are already common on our streets,  
but fully self-driving vehicles are only allowed to 
operate on public roads in the UK under strictly 
controlled and regulated trial conditions.8   

What is currently allowed? 
 
● In UK law, drivers must take full responsibility for all  

aspects of driving. 
 
● Vehicles can be fitted with automated technology that 

helps prevent crashes or reduce the risk of death or  
serious injuries if a crash does happen. For example  
intelligent speed assistance (ISA) or autonomous  
emergency braking (AEB).     

 
● Organisations involved in self-driving vehicle trials  

must adhere to rigorous safety standards.9,10,11 
 
● By 2035, 40% of all new cars sold in the UK could  

have self-driving capabilities.12  
 
Trials of fully and partially automated vehicles in a variety  
of urban and city environments will help local authorities 
and communities prepare for self-driving vehicle services  
in the future.13  

At what point do you expect that fully self-driving vehicles  
will be operating in your local town centre? 
 

 

they are already 

in a year or two 

in around five years 

in around a decade or more 
never

7%
12%

14%

41%

26%

What people told us
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What’s the truth?



Making headlines 
 
In August 2020, the launch of a UK government 
consultation on automated vehicle technology 14 
made headlines. Although widely reported in 
British press that this heralded hands-free driving 
on UK roads within a matter of months,15 the  
consultation actually focused on automated  
lane-keeping systems (ALKS), to bring UK law and 
standards in line with United Nations regulations 
that enable ALKS to be used on roads where 
pedestrians and cyclists are prohibited and where 
there is a physical separation that divides traffic 
moving in opposite directions.16  

Trials of fully and  
partially automated  
vehicles in a variety of settings  
will help prepare for self-driving  
vehicle services in the future.
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Myth Fact?OR

     We don’t know who will 
have legal responsibility  
if a self-driving vehicle  
crashes

‘‘ ‘‘

Brake 
 the road safety charity

£What people think  
● 50% of people think that the  

vehicle owner will be liable  
if a privately owned,  
self-driving vehicle crashes

XThis is a myth  
 
Although legal responsibility is a  
confusing area and there are still  
significant questions that need to be  
answered, UK law clearly states that the insurance 
company is liable if a self-driving vehicle crashes. 
The insurance company may then seek to recover 
its loss from the party responsible for the crash 
(this could be the vehicle operator, vehicle 
manufacturer, software provider, or others).  
The process for how this would happen still  
needs to be agreed.  

What does the law say? 
 
● Self-driving vehicles are defined under UK law 17  as  

vehicles “designed or adapted to be capable, at least in 
some circumstances or situations, of safely driving  
themselves”. 

 
● The Automated and Electric Vehicles Act 2018 states that 

an insurance company becomes liable for damage 
caused by a self-driving vehicle “when driving itself”.18  

 
● A new legal framework for self-driving vehicles is being 

developed.19,20  

Who do you think will be liable, by law, if a privately owned 
self-driving vehicle crashes? 
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What’s the truth?



The Automated and Electric  
Vehicles Act 2018 states that an  
insurance company becomes liable 
for damage caused by a self-driving  
vehicle “when driving itself”. 
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Myth Fact?OR

     People will gain no  
personal benefit from  
self-driving vehicles
‘‘ ‘‘
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What people think  
● Almost half of people  

(48%) say they won’t  
personally benefit from  
self-driving vehicles  
compared with only 28% who say they will 

 
● More than half (53%) of people who live in 

London say they will personally gain from 
self-driving vehicles 

 
● 30% of people feel self-driving vehicles 

would have a negative effect on their overall 
travel experience, compared with 31% who 
think they will have a positive effect 

 
● 6 in 10 people (61%) think self-driving  

vehicles will have a positive effect for people 
with accessibility or mobility needs 

Key benefits according to senior  
industry leaders 23,24  
 
● Safety 
● Positive impact on UK economy 
● Reduced overall travel time for commuters 
● Increased mobility for disabled and older people 
● Reduced emissions 
● More economical use of vehicles 
● Reduced private vehicle ownership 

XThis is a myth  
 
Although we don’t know exactly what a  
future with self-driving vehicles will look  
like, many road safety experts believe they  
could enable more young people, older people and 
people with disabilities to access cheap, convenient, 
stress-free travel.21  Self-driving vehicles could also 
improve the overall travel experience, by reducing 
commuting time and allowing people to relax  
during their journey, and reach their destination 
without feeling stressed or tired.  

 
Projects like Endeavour will help ensure that  
self-driving vehicles deliver clear benefits – both  
for people and for the places where they live.22 

What’s the truth?



Self-driving vehicles may reduce traffic 
congestion and pollution 
 

46%  
of people who live in  
London think self-driving  
vehicles will have a positive  
effect on traffic congestion  
(compared with 30%  
across the UK as a whole)

43%  
think self-driving  
vehicles will have  
a positive effect on  
traffic pollution

Self-driving vehicles may reduce traffic congestion  
and pollution. Here’s how it could work: 
 
● To ease traffic congestion and pollution we 

need fewer vehicles on the road. 
 
● Self-driving vehicles may improve traffic flow  

by automatically responding to the road  
environment and other vehicles.25  

 
● Shared vehicle use may reduce the number  

of vehicles on roads and the total number of 
journeys made.26 

 
● Streets that are designed for people, with safe 

speeds and safe vehicles, enable more people 
to walk and cycle. 
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What do people think about self-driving vehicles? Who will benefit from them? 
 

In a Brake and Project Endeavour survey of more than 
2000 people, almost half (48%) of respondents said 
they wouldn’t personally benefit from self-driving  
vehicles, while 30% said they thought self-driving  
vehicles would have a negative or very negative effect 
on their overall travel experience. 
 
People in younger age groups are generally more  
positive about the benefits: on average, nearly half 
(46%) of people aged 18–44 said they would personally 
benefit from self-driving vehicles, compared with only 
8% of over-65s. 
 
These results are fairly consistent for people  
living in all areas of the UK,  
except for London, where  
considerably more people  
think they will benefit  
from self-driving vehicles. 
More than half (54%) of  
respondents living in  
London said they thought  
they would benefit personally. 
By comparison, only 25%  
of people living across the  
rest of the UK think they  
will see a benefit. 
 
We also asked people to tell  
us who they thought was  
most likely to benefit from  
the development and use  
of self-driving vehicles.  
 
 

Disabled people, older people, non-drivers and 
young people emerged as the most likely  
beneficiaries, although opinions were wide-ranging, 
and many people said they were unsure who  
(if anyone) would benefit. 
 
More than two-thirds (70%) of survey respondents 
aged 18–24 said they thought self-driving vehicles 
would have a positive effect for people with  
accessibility/mobility needs. 

We asked more than 2000 people to tell us  
who they think will get the most benefit from  
self-driving vehicles. Here are their top answers.

Read the full survey report at www.brake.org.uk/self-driving-vehicles
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It’s clear that many people are still not sure whether  
self-driving vehicles will be safer than human drivers,  
and don’t know whether they will improve travel or  
who will benefit most. Many people have fears about  
cybersecurity and are uncertain who will be legally  
responsible if a self-driving vehicle crashes. 
 
Understanding what people think, and how  
much they already know, is important to  
dispel some of the myths surrounding  
self-driving vehicles. Although there are  
challenges that need to be addressed, they  
are largely human ones. Driven by reliable  
software, self-driving vehicle technology has  
the potential to transform the way we transport  
people and goods across the world, as well  
as offering significant safety benefits. 

Summary

Find out more about UK road safety  
and how self-driving vehicle technologies  
may be able to improve road safety at 
www.brake.org.uk/self-driving-vehicles.
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