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I.  TITLE 
  

 
 
II. PROBLEM 
 
Many newer vehicles come equipped with automatic head/tail/running lights that operate in a manner that 
differs from traditional automotive lighting, but there is no national standard for either the design of automated 
lighting systems or a requirement for indicators on the dashboard that may communicate to the driver the level 
of lighting that is actually in-use. This may lead to situations where drivers believe that their vehicle has full and 
correct lighting activated for the driving conditions, but where specific lighting such as taillights are not 
illuminated. The problem is further compounded by the lack of standardized symbols on lighting control knobs 
and by differing response of dash lighting to the state of the external vehicle lights.  
 
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration is steadfastly neutral toward regulating vehicle lighting 
systems activation, preferring to leave it, whether automatic, or manually controlled, in the hands of the 
manufacturers, drivers, and state rule of the road laws. Barring federal action, research is needed to determine 
the extent of the problems arising from lighting system confusion and to suggest possible mitigating actions for 
Oregon drivers that may include education, testing, and enforcement actions. 
 
 
III. PROPOSED RESEARCH, DEVELOPMENT, OR TECHNICAL TRANSFER ACTIVITY 
 

1. A literature survey to describe the range of designs in automated vehicle lighting systems and their use 
in other countries. 

2. A survey of Oregon law enforcement personnel to gain their view of the extent and nature of the misuse 
of vehicle lighting systems as well as the conditions under which they find misuse most common and 
most dangerous. 

3. Field observations in specific areas where vehicle lighting is most critical (safety corridors, tunnels…) to 
determine the rated of improper lighting use and the types of vehicles most prone to incorrect lighting 
use. 

4. Interviews of drivers with newer vehicles to gauge their knowledge of the vehicle lighting system. 
5. Proposals for effective actions that may be implemented by agencies in Oregon to improve the use of 

automatic lighting systems by drivers, 
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IV. POTENTIAL BENEFITS 

The problem of improper use of new vehicle 
lighting systems will continue to grow as vehicles 
equipped with these systems become a greater 
percentage of the vehicle population in Oregon. 
Some agencies have already recognized the 
problem and have taken ad hoc steps to educate 
drivers (see photo of placard at DAS Motor Pool 
below). More coordinated action is needed to 
better understand the scope and span of this 
problem and to prevent this from becoming a 
major safety issue for drivers, pedestrians, and 
bicyclists. 

By taking action to understand this developing 
problem we can be in a position to prevent its 
growth into a serious threat to public safety. 
 
V. IMPLEMENTATION 

The products of this research will be presented as 
guidelines and suggested actions best suited to 
mitigate the misuse of automated vehicle lighting 
systems. It is likely that the suggestions might fall 
into specific areas of implementation: 

 
 Media campaign to encourage drivers to understand the lighting system of any vehicle they may use 

before use of that vehicle. 
 Inclusion of ‘lighting familiarization’ in driver education materials (pamphlets, driver manual, etc,). 
 Addition of lighting system operation in DMV driver testing. 

 
VI. LIST OF REFERENCES (optional) 

NHTSA lighting standard, FMVSS No. 108: http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-
idx?SID=64e64e09b3f52d89ca6fa944d64ddc45&mc=true&node=se49.6.571_1108&rgn=div8   
 
 If a vehicle is equipped with automatic lighting NHTSA has no requirements or standards for the automatic 

lighting.  So, the manufacturer of the vehicle decides on what lights the automatic lighting turns on and 
when. 

 NHTSA does have a requirement that vehicles have a switch to turn on lights but there is not a required 
standard for that switch layout. 

 NHTSA does not have a requirement that the instrument panel (dash) indicator lights show that the 
headlamps are on -- it is left up to the vehicle manufacturer what other dash indicators light up.  

 
VII. CONTACT INFORMATION 
 

Your name: _Bruce Moody_______ Person Responsible for Implementation: 
Affiliation:US DOT Federal Highway Administration Affiliation:  
Telephone: 503-316-2542 Telephone: 
Email: bruce.moody@dot.gov Email: 

 
 


