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Abstract

Background: The advertising of vehicles has been studied from a safety perspective
but not in terms of vehicle air pollutants. We aimed to examine the content and trends
of greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution-related information, in light passenger

vehicle advertisements.

Methods: Content analysis of the two most popular current affairs magazines in New
Zealand for the five year period 2001-2005 was undertaken (n=514 advertisements).

This was supplemented with vehicle data from official websites.

Results: The advertisements studied provided some information on fuel type (52%),
and engine size (39%); but hardly any provided information on fuel efficiency (3%),
or emissions (4%). Over the five-year period the reported engine size increased

significantly, while fuel efficiency did not improve.

For the vehicles advertised, for which relevant official website data could be dbtaine
the average “greenhouse rating” for carbon dioxide j@dissions was 5.1, with a

range from 0.5 to 8.5 (on a scale with 10 being the best and 0.5 being the most
polluting). The average G@missions were 50% higher than the average for cars

made by European manufacturers. The average “air pollution” rating for the advertise
vehicles was 5.4 (on the same 1-10 scale). The yearly averages for the “greenhouse”
or “air pollution” ratings did not change significantly over the five-year period. One
advertised hybrid vehicle had a fuel consumption that was under half the average (4.4

versus 9.9 L/100km), as well as the best “greenhouse” and “air pollution” ratings.

Conclusions:To enhance informed consumer choice and to control greenhouse gas
and air pollution emissions, governments should introduce regulations on the content
of vehicle advertisements and marketing (as started by the European Union). Similar

regulations are already in place for the marketing of many other consumer products.



Background

The advertising of vehicles has been studied previously, due to concerns that it may
adversely influence safety-related behaviours [1-5]. However, there are no published
Medline-indexed articles where such advertising has been analysed in terms of
greenhouse gas emissions or other air pollutant emissions. This is despite thg growi
international concern around both these types of emissions, given the current and
potential health impacts of climate change, and from the direct health effects of
vehicle emissions [6, 7]. To determine the current situation in this area of mgrketi

we undertook a content analysis of advertisements for light passenger vehicles.

Methods

New Zealand was selected as the country for the data collection, given that the author
reside in this country and hence were most familiar with the New Zealand specifi

data sources and the contextual issues of this country’s car advertising market.

Magazine selection and search stratedys detailed elsewhere in a separate road
safety analysis using the same sampling frame [8], the two highest ancutrainthly
current affairs/lifestyle magazines specific to New Zealand wdeeted (ieMetro
andNorth & South). These magazines have a reported readership of 126,000 and
268,000 respectively according to their publisher (ACPMEDIA) withr & South
having a national focus amiderro having a focus on the country’s largest city of
Auckland. All the issues for the five-year period from 2001 to 2005 were hand-
searched on a page-by-page basis, and if the vehicle advertisement took up more than
a quarter of the page (an arbitrary cut-off), then it was included in the study and
photocopied. Only the advertisements that dealt with a specific model of car, sports
utility vehicle (SUV) or similar light vehicle (primarily for passengjewith fewer

than eight seats), were considered.
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There was the limitation of the lack of emissions data for New Zealand vehaies f
official websites (ie, only fuel efficiency data were available). Bez#us emissions

data that we used was sourced from an Australian Government website, there was a
possibility of some differences with New Zealand vehicles though in generaptte ty

of car fleets of both countries appear to be fairly similar.

One issue not explored by this article is how some vehicle advertising may also
promote driving behaviour that exacerbates the production of pollutants. We have
described elsewhere that this same set of advertisements included in this study
frequently contained imagery of speed, power references or acceleration ditia [8]
well-established that high speeds and high levels of acceleration lead to higher le
of emissions. Another limitation may relate to the validity of the ratings used. For
example, one study i@onsumer Reports found that around 90% of vehicles tested
failed to achieve the stated US Environmental Protection Agency fuel efficienc

ratings [21].

To address some of these limitations, future research could expand the sampling of
advertisements to a wider range of magazines, newspapers and to televised car
advertisements. It could also collect more denominator background on trends in
expenditure on vehicle advertising in different media. As the fuel efficiencrpsit

for vehicle sales in New Zealand appear to be very different from those from those
from European manufacturers, there is a need for such research in a wide range of
different countries. As the typical fuel efficiency of new vehicles advdrirs&lew
Zealand appears to be very different from European cars, there is a need for such

research in a wide range of different countries.

Possible implications for policy makerg:urther research on vehicle advertising and
emissions is highly desirable, and could be combined with further analysis of
advertising and vehicle safety issues [1-5, 8]. Neverthajess) the combined
importance of climate change, energy security and the substantive health nopact f
localised air pollution in many countries, there is an immediate need for
improvements in the content of vehicle advertising. Regulation of advertising content

may also be justified on consumer rights grounds alone. Indeed, the European Union
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