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In 1988 we were coming to the end of the boom 
years of the Thatcher period. In social change, 
we had moved from ‘a world where we had 
nothing’ to ‘a world where we had something’ – 
increasing home ownership, car ownership and 
other belongings. 

There was change in the socio-economics 
of driving – a pursuit that, prior to the 1980s, 
was often considered a middle-class, male, 
middle-aged experience. If we look forward to 
the present day, the motoring population truly 
represents a cross-section of society. Driving 
is no longer a class, wealth or age issue; it’s 
accessible, affordable and brings freedom.

So what else changed? In the 1980s, the 
increasing power of the media highlighted how 
communication could help change attitudes 
and public opinion. For example, the rise of 
consumer programmes such as ‘That’s Life’ 
worked wonders in raising the road casualty  
reduction agenda to the front of people’s minds. 
Strong public engagement allowed us to turn 
the corner on drink driving as people took on 
the messages and pressured friends to do the 
same. Likewise the use of child restraints.

I do not believe that legislation and enforcement 
are the key to making a difference. Driving is 
in effect the greatest form of cooperation we 
encounter in life. It involves taking personal 
responsibility for your actions, knowing what to 
do, seeing others doing it and cooperating so 
that we each reach our destination. 

It is through such cooperation, that we can 
encourage responsible attitudes to driving.  
Look at the behaviour of taxi drivers – “I’ll let  
you out because I expect the same in return”  
– it’s the belief that by giving, you receive. 

We need to try and instil such cooperative 
attitudes in the new drivers of tomorrow, 
showing them by example how to behave  
on our roads and using communications rather 
than new penalties to spread correct behaviour 
behind the wheel. 

Foreword

Peter Bottomley MP
Former Minister for  
Roads and Traffic, 1986-9



Contents Contents 

ABS

What are the biggest changes in  
the past 20 years in the way that  
you personally use your car?
(motorists chose up to three)

Top three answers (in order)

	 more reliant on it for more journeys
	 more reliant on it for pleasure (e.g. day trips)
	 do more shorter journeys 

What are the biggest changes in  
the past 20 years of motoring?  
(motorists chose up to three)

Top three answers (in order)

	 increased cost of motoring
	 more aggressive driving
	 speed cameras have affected the way we drive

What are the biggest changes  
in the past 20 years in cars? 
(motorists chose up to three)

Top three answers (in order)

	 improved safety
	 improvements in technology
	 cars have become more reliable
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This Report explores in 
greater detail the changes 
that have occurred over 
the last 20 years, whilst 
also looking at how we can 
make the next 20 years of 
motoring more sustainable.

There are a series of key 
findings in the report, which 
are described here:

	� There are more drivers, 
more cars and more 
traffic, yet less road 
space now compared 
with 20 years ago.

	� 92% of motorists think 
we are more dependent 
on our cars and more car 
focused than in 1988.

	� Today we have safer  
cars that we feel more 
comfortable in and that 
are also more reliable.

–	� There has been an increase in aggressive 
driving with one in three motorists saying they 
have been a victim of road rage or aggressive 
driving ‘to the extent that they have felt 
physically threatened’, that’s nearly 10 million 
of us.

–	� 60% of motorists point to the ‘cost of 
motoring’ as one of the biggest changes over 
the past 20 years. Yet this report finds that the 
cost of motoring has dropped in real terms.

–	� The last 20 years have seen a jump in the 
number of motoring offences. 

–	� 66% of motorists accept 30mph speed  
restrictions on local, urban roads. However, 
over half of drivers now believe that the  
speed limit on motorways should be  
increased to 80mph. 

–	� The strength of opposition to drink driving is 
hardening amongst Britain’s motorists, with 
76% supporting a reduction in the drink drive 
limit from the present 80mg to 50mg.

–	� Almost twice as many motorists now use 
buses, coaches and trams compared with 
1988, and the use of trains by motorists has 
increased by 56%. 

–	� 72% of motorists underline the pressing need 
for improvements and investments in public 
transport, if they are to make the shift from 
their cars.

 

Executive summary
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Back in the 80’s I drove a Mk5 
Cortina and a Capri - I still own 
a Capri today. I really miss the 
character of old cars - car parks 
today are filled with cars that 
all look the same. I struggle to 
identify with modern cars -  
they’re all faceless blobs with  
no personality of their own.  
That’s why I love my Capri.
Steve, motorist from 
Cambridgeshire

 �Ford Capri: 
The most aspired to car 
in 1988, as chosen by 
motorists for the RAC Report 
on Motoring 2008.

Chapter One 
�How has motoring 
changed?

	 How has motoring in Britain changed over the 20 
years of RAC Reports on Motoring? In 2008, is 
it very different to how it was in 1988? Or, when 
you scratch the surface, are things the same as 
they always were? We look at four key aspects of 
motoring to reveal what has really changed.  
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