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Autonomous vehicles are the future of the transport industry. How accepting is society, and 

are we ready for this advanced technology? We investigated how age and safety 

perceptions differed with autonomous vehicles before and after trialling one with the 

research questions: 

 

• Do safety perceptions of autonomous vehicles vary in different age groups? 

• Do these perceptions change with trialling the vehicle? 
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HMI Technologies, in association with Christchurch 
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of views that they may not have previously considered which also has the ability to change 

their perceptions. 

 

The focus groups were semi-structured in terms of having five main questions but the 
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Figure 3. Survey population’s general opinion regarding driver-less vehicles 

Respondents were asked about their general opinion regarding AVs. Figure 3 shows that the 

neutral responses towards AVs remained similar regardless of age. However, the younger 

age groups have a more positive opinion towards AVs. Over 60% of the age group 20-29 

having a positive opinion, meanwhile in the 65+ age group, only slightly over 40% of 

opinions are positive. Figure 3 also shows a trend that negative opinions increase with age, 

as 17% in the 20-29 group have a negative opinion and increases to 35% in the 65+ 

category. 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Respondents level of concern of riding in a driver-less vehicle by age. 
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Another question asked how concerned they would be riding in an AV. There were four 

possible answers to choose from; very concerned, moderately concerned, slightly 

concerned and not at all concerned. From this data, the results were condensed into two 

main categories; more and less concerned. Figure 4 shows that approximately 60% of 

respondents aged below 45 were less concerned about riding in an AV. The percentage of 

people less concerned about riding in an AV then gradually declines to 30% as age increases 

to 65+. Figure 4 shows that from 45 years onwards, 
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Figure 6. Percentage of people that expected safety features of seatbelts, airbags and an emergency stop button across 

age. 

 
Figure 7. Percentage of people that expected safety features of lighting, first aid kit and emergency response beacon across 

age 

The survey also asked what safety features respondents expected to be present in an AV. 

Once again, there were a number of options available to be selected in the survey. Figure 6 

shows the 3 most frequent responses; seatbelts, airbags and an emergency stop button. All 

of these safety features were expected by close to 100% of all age groups. Figure 7 shows 

the other safety features that were also frequently chosen by survey respondents in the 

same survey question. These included; lighting, a first aid kit and an emergency response 
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beacon. These were less expected by the respondents across all age categories than the 

three shown in figure 7 above. However, these all still remained above 50% for the majority 

of age groups. From figure 6 and 7, we can identify a strong expectation of a range of safety 

features being available in AVs. 
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From those who participated in the vehicle trial, 88 attended the focus groups afterwards. 

The second key aspect in our research was to see if, and how, participant’s perceptions of 
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Figure 9. Responses to question, “Did you feel safe?” 

Participants were asked if they felt safe while trialling the vehicle. 77% of participants stated 

that they felt safe in the vehicle and an additional 5% responded that they felt safe due to a 

HMI employee being present in the vehicle. The following 16% stated that they felt safe but 

identified that it was not a truly autonomous trial. Only 2% of participants responded that 

they did not feel safe while trialling the vehicle. 
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Figure 11. Comparison of age demographics of the New Zealand population (Statistics NZ, 2017) and the survey 

respondents. 

Figure 11 shows that our survey sample is a relatively accurate representation of the ages of 

the New Zealand population, despite the survey over-representing the 20-24 and 50-54 year 

age groups for reasons previously explained. A significant proportion of survey respondents 

are also in each of the age groups over 60 years of age. With this comparison, we are able to 

identify the age bias of our survey results and take this into consideration when concluding 

our findings. 

 

As identified in the trial methods, a limitation to our research was not having the vehicle 

operating fully autonomously during the trials. This was out of our control and we believe 

participants felt distrustful towards the vehicle because of this. To minimise this confusion, 

it should have been more clearly explained to participants that this was not due to a 

software or vehicle fault. For this reason, we cann
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also conclude that there is evidence in our research to support different age groups 

emphasising the importance of different aspects of safety.  

 

To answer our second question, interactions with AVs can change people's perceptions. In 

summarising our report, it is challenging to determine if the focus group results are reliable 

as the AV was not working fully autonomously. This report is beneficial and provides 

guidance to HMI and the development surrounding future research of AVs. 
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