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Institutional social communication campaigns are an important tool for raising public awareness 
of different social problems, behaviors and risk factors. Particularly on road safety, they have been 
constantly developed in Spain since the 1960s, and given their importance from an epidemiological 
perspective, those referring to the risk of alcohol, drug and pharmaceutical consumption have been 
constant up to the present day. In this context, the aim of this study is to analyze the evolution of the 
message and the communicative strategies of the campaigns on the consumption of substances while 
driving in Spain. The methodology used is based on an exhaustive review of all the historical spots 
broadcast by the General Directorate of Traffic and issued nationwide, recording and evaluating the 
content of these communicative pieces, including slogans and treatment of the tone of the message, with 
the aim of identifying patterns in the communicative approach. A significant transformation in the nature 
of the messages was observed over the years, starting with campaigns that adopted a predominantly 
informative and educational tone and evolving, over the years, to an increase in impact, through the 
intensity and realism of the messages and images broadcast and, more recently, to the development 
of a trend towards more diversified and heterogeneous communication strategies. Certain deficits 
are identified in the content of traffic advertisements on the consumption of alcohol, drugs and/or 
psychotropic drugs, for which proposals are made for the development of future campaigns.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Alcohol and drug use is one of  the lead-
ing causes of  death and disability worldwide 
(White et al., 2020). In 2016, a figure close 
to 400,000 people died in road crashes 
related to their consumption, while drugs 
were involved in more than 160,000 deaths 
from this cause (WHO, 2023). Specifically in 
Europe, the use of  illegal substances has in-
creased in recent years, with cannabis having a 
prevalence about five times higher compared 
to other drugs (Connor et al., 2021). In this 
European context, alcohol is involved in ap-
proximately 20-25% of  fatal accidents (ETSC, 
2021). These figures could be higher, given 
that drivers involved in road crashes are not 
always tested for alcohol and/or drugs.

For its part, in Spain, alcohol is present in 
27% of fatalities due to traffic accidents ac-
cording to 2017 data, manifesting an increase 
in the presence of alcohol in drivers compared 
to previous years (DGT, 2017). In addition, it 
is noted that it is not necessary to test positive 
for alcohol to experience the effects of alcohol 
and be involved in a crash. As an example, the 
NHTSA (2022) evidenced that 2,337 people 
died in traffic accidents in the United States 
having ingested alcohol, despite not exceeding 
the maximum permitted rate. 

Returning to the situation in Spain, these 
are alarming figures given that the conse-
quences are generally not only for the of-
fending driver, but also affect third parties 
(Zahabi et al., 2011). In fact, the data indicate 
that 37% of those who died in this cause were 

Las campañas institucionales de comunicación social son una importante herramienta para concienciar a 
la población sobre distintas problemáticas sociales, conductas y factores de riesgo. Particularmente sobre 
seguridad vial, se han desarrollado de forma constante en España desde los años 60, y dada su importancia 
desde una perspectiva epidemiológica, las referentes al riesgo del consumo de alcohol, drogas y fármacos 
ha sido constante hasta la actualidad. En este contexto, este estudio tiene como objetivo analizar la 
evolución del mensaje y las estrategias comunicativas de las campañas sobre el consumo de sustancias en la 
conducción en España. Se emplea una metodología basada en un exhaustivo visionado de todos los spots 
históricos difundidos por la Dirección General de Tráfico y emitidos a nivel nacional, registrando y evaluando 
el contenido de estas piezas comunicativas, incluyendo eslóganes y tratamiento del tono del mensaje, con 
el objetivo de identificar patrones en el enfoque comunicativo. Se observa una transformación significativa 
en la naturaleza de los mensajes a lo largo de los años, iniciando con campañas que adoptaron un tono 
predominantemente informativo y educativo para evolucionar, con el paso de los años, a un aumento del 
impacto, mediante la intensidad y realismo de los mensajes y las imágenes emitidas y, más recientemente, 
a desarrollarse una tendencia hacia estrategias de comunicación más diversificadas y heterogéneas. Se 
identifican ciertos déficits en el contenido de los anuncios de tráfico sobre el consumo de alcohol, drogas 
y/o psicofármacos, para lo que se realizan propuestas para el desarrollo de futuras campañas.
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occupants of  other vehicles involved in the 
accident, pedestrians or other road users 
who did not test positive for alcohol, while 
63% of  those who died corresponded to the 
offending drivers who caused the accident 
(DGT, 2022). It should be borne in mind that 
these are figures for people involved in fatal 
accidents, but the prevalence is even higher if  
we consider the offending drivers who have 
consumed alcohol, but have not had an ac-
cident or it has not been a serious one. Thus, 
Casalderrey (2020) points out that in Spain 
42% of  drivers report having driven at some 
time after drinking alcohol. The fact of  having 
engaged in this risky behavior without being 
involved in incidents or road accidents may 
increase their perception of  invulnerability 
and reduce their subjective perception of  
risk, favoring recidivism in their behavior and, 
therefore, increasing the real risk of  suffering 
an accident in the next trips (Padilla et al., 
2018; Jiménez-Mejías et al., 2016).

Illegal drug use in Spain is involved in a high 
percentage of  fatal crashes (Gómez-Talegón 
et al., 2012; Pino et al., 2016). Specifically, 
22% of  deceased drivers who were tested 
for drugs tested positive for cannabis, am-
phetamines or other substances (INTCF, 
2022). In this sense, the effects of  drugs are 
very different depending on their typology, 
all of  them affecting the driving task (Elvik, 
2013). Thus, stimulant substances such as 
cocaine or ecstasy are related to impulsive 
behavior, decreased attention span, over-
estimation of  one’s own driving abilities, as 
well as increased risk tolerance, which favors 
exposure to dangerous situations for the in-
tegrity of  the individual (Zdun, 2014; Stoduto 
et al., 2012). Hallucinogenic substances such 
as LSD especially affect perception, but also 
decision-making, and motor coordination of  

the driver (Penning et al., 2010; Gjerde et al., 
2013). For their part, depressant drugs such 
as cannabis, heroin and fentanyl, as well as 
alcohol, cause a decrease in the functioning 
of  the central nervous system, which de-
creases reaction time to road stimuli, wors-
ens bimanual coordination and the ability to 
correctly identify speed and distance, among 
other effects (Guanche et al., 2007; Martin et 
al., 2017; Uribe et al., 2012).  

These aforementioned substances are not 
the only ones that interfere with driving, as 
some medications can decrease the ability to 
drive safely (Verster & Roth, 2012). Some of  
the most common adverse effects are drowsi-
ness, difficulty concentrating, blurred vision, 
dizziness, and increased reaction time (Brun-
nauer et al., 2015). These effects are gener-
ally warned about in the package inserts, but 
despite this, many drivers are unaware of  
the real danger of  taking certain medications 
while driving. Additionally, the combination 
of  these medications with other substances 
such as alcohol or drugs can potentiate their 
side effects, thus multiplying the probability 
of  an accident (DGT, 2017).

In this line, there are studies that highlight 
the need for health professionals themselves 
to warn users of  this contraindication, as well 
as the need to indicate more visibly on the 
boxes of  medicines the danger of  driving hav-
ing taken them, which is already beginning to 
be applied in some countries (Smyth, Sheehan 
& Siskind, 2011; DGT, 2021).

1.1. Communication campaigns as a 
tool for awareness-raising

The media are a channel of  contact with 
users that allows the transmission of  mes-
sages and social awareness of  various issues 
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(De Morais Pinto et al., 2021). Campaigns 
that aim to change attitudes and behaviors 
in the population are framed within the 
so-called social marketing (Stellefson et al., 
2020). In this sense, several studies have 
shown that social advertisements have the 
potential to directly and indirectly produce 
positive changes in behaviors related to 
public health (Wakefield, Loken & Hornik, 
2010; Faus et al., 2022). 

One of  the problems most frequently 
addressed by this type of  campaign is traffic 
and road safety (Lucas et al., 2024). Several 
studies point out the effectiveness of  road 
safety awareness advertisements, especially 
when they complement other measures such 
as law enforcement, sanctions or road safety 
education programs (Faus et al., 2021). In 
addition, greater effectiveness is observed 
when campaigns are focused on a specific 
group and personalized according to their 
characteristics (Hoekstra & Wegman, 2011).

In Spain, communication campaigns in this 
field have been developed and disseminated 
for more than six decades. The Dirección 
General de Tráfico (DGT) is a national public 
entity that has among its functions the design 
and dissemination of  traffic advertisements in 
the country (Núñez-Barriopedro, 2019). For 
years, a minimum of  three annual road safety 
campaigns have been developed, coinciding 
with the holiday periods when the highest 
number of  trips occur. Additionally, other 
campaigns can be disseminated, especially if  
there is a need to inform or alert the popula-
tion about a certain change in regulations or 
other factors that may be required.  

Faus et al. (2023) conducted an analysis 
of  all the campaigns issued by the DGT in 
which five distinct periods were identified 

in relation to their content and the com-
munication strategies used to convey the 
messages. These stages are: 1) “the begin-
nings” (1960-1978), in which the audience 
was educated about road legislation through 
simple messages and animations; 2) “the 
soft line” (1979-1991), in which the negative 
consequences of  breaking the rules begin 
to be broadcast, although from a friendly 
tone; 3) “the hard line” (1992-1997), when 
there is an abrupt change in the treatment 
of  the message, using realistic and shock-
ing images of  traffic accident victims; 4) 
“multivariate period” (1998-2010), in which 
shocking ads are interspersed with others 
of  an informative and emotional nature so 
as not to habituate the viewer, seeking to 
raise awareness of  individual responsibility 
and; 5) “last years” (2011-2024), in which 
audience reflection is emphasized through 
the diversity of  communicative strategies 
and the quality of  the audiovisual pieces is 
substantially increased.

1.2. Objectives of the study

The main objective of  this study is to 
analyze the prevalence, the evolution of  the 
message, and the communicative strategies 
used in awareness and prevention campaigns 
on alcohol, drug and psychotropic drug 
use while driving in Spain. Thus, this study 
aims to identify the frequency with which 
this risk factor has been addressed in DGT 
campaigns, as well as to identify the changes 
and evolution of  the content of  the spots in 
Spain and their main limitations. Therefore, 
conclusions and reflections of  interest for 
the development of  future campaigns of  this 
type will be drawn.
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2. METHOD 

For the purposes of  the study, a selection 
of  traffic and road safety communication 
campaigns that address the risk factor of  
alcohol, drug and/or pharmaceutical use in 
driving has been made. The study sample was 
determined through an exhaustive review 
based on specific criteria. Subsequently, a 
description and analysis of  the content of  
the spots was carried out, allowing the iden-
tification of  their main characteristics and the 
drawing of  conclusions.

2.1. Determination of the study’s 
sample of communication 
campaigns 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the 
campaigns are detailed below: 

•	 The subject matter of  the spots had 
to specifically include the appearance 
of  images or messages related to the 
consumption of alcohol, drugs and/or 
pharmaceuticals. General advertise-
ments on traffic violations and risky be-
havior were discarded in cases where 
the consumption of  these substances 
was not specifically mentioned.

•	 The issuing entity of  the campaigns 
had to be the Dirección General de 
Tráfico, having excluded spots that 
have been developed by other public 
or private entities on this subject.

•	 It is required that the advertisements 
are broadcasted at national level, 
excluding campaigns with an autono-
mous, regional or local scope. 

•	 Traffic and road safety campaigns 
for which an audiovisual piece has 

been designed and broadcast will be 
included. Therefore, it is required that 
at least television has been used as 
a broadcasting platform. Campaigns 
disseminated only by other media 
such as radio, press, outdoor adver-
tising, or others, will be excluded, 
provided that they did not also include 
in the communication strategy a tel-
evision version of  the spot. 

•	 Finally, the spots must be available 
for viewing. A large number of  DGT 
campaigns are accessible to the popu-
lation through its website or other 
video platforms, being the media used 
for the search and collection of  the 
audiovisual pieces in this study

A search and selection of  alcohol, drugs 
and/or pharmaceuticals campaigns between 
March 2024 and June 2024 was conducted. 
A total of  118 traffic, mobility and/or road 
safety communication campaigns that were 
broadcast from 1960 to 2024 were identified 
and available for viewing. Of  these, there are 
32 campaigns that address the risk factor 
of  alcohol, drugs and/or pharmaceuticals, 
meeting all the inclusion criteria described. 
Therefore, these spots were downloaded 
and registered for further analysis.

2.2. Procedure for coding variables 
and data processing 

The selected campaigns were viewed by 
three independent judges, and a registra-
tion and content analysis was carried out to 
identify the communication strategies used, 
as well as other formal elements such as the 
message, images and content of  the audio-
visual pieces. 
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Consequently, the selected spots were 
registered according to the following variables: 

•	 Campaign and/or its main slogan.

•	 Year of  broadcast and correspond-
ence with the time period of  the DGT 
campaigns.

•	 Thematic of  the campaign, identify-
ing whether it is: 1) a specific adver-
tisement on alcohol, drugs and/or 
pharmaceuticals; 2) a spot on this 
issue integrated in a campaign that 
covers different risk factors, or 3) a 
general advertisement that includes 
substance use as part of  the message 
disseminated to the audience.

•	 Description of the advertisement pre-
senting the relevant information of the 
spot in relation to its content and the 
communication strategies employed.

Subsequently, content analysis and rep-
resentation of  the results in the form of  
figures reflecting the presence of  this type 
of  advertisement over the total number of  
campaigns developed by the DGT will be 

carried out. In this way, we will identify the 
evolution and changes experienced in traffic 
and road safety campaigns that warn about 
the consumption of  alcohol, drugs and/or 
pharmaceuticals through quantitative and 
qualitative analysis.

3. RESULTS 

A total of  32 traffic and road safety com-
munication campaigns focused on the risk fac-
tor of  alcohol, drugs and/or pharmaceuticals. 
The presence of  this type of  campaign has 
been uneven in the five periods in terms of  
frequency and the communicative resources 
used (Table 1). 

Figure 1 shows the number of campaigns 
focused on substance abuse among drivers, 
with respect to the total number of campaigns 
broadcast. Although the presence is not uni-
form, it should be noted that this topic has been 
addressed since the beginning of the develop-
ment of communication spots in the traffic and 
road safety sector, being the focus of the spot 
in 27.1% of the total campaigns aired. 

Table 1. Prevalence of  alcohol and/or drug campaigns in the stages of  traffic campaigns in Spain

Total 
campaigns

Alcohol, 
drug and/or 

pharmaceutical 
campaigns

% of total

The beginnings (1960-1978) 25 3 12%

The soft line (1979-1991) 19 3 15,8%

The hard-line (1992-1997) 6 5 83,3%

Multivariate period (1998-2010) 31 8 25,8%

Last years (2011-2024) 37 13 35,1%

Total 118 32 27,1%
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Figure 1. Evolution of  alcohol and drug campaigns in Spain

Table 2 presents a description of  all avail-
able campaigns that raise awareness of  the 
risks of alcohol and other drug use in drivers. It 
can be seen that alcohol is the most prevalent 
substance in this type of  campaign. On the 
other hand, other drugs appear less frequently 
in the spots, and in cases where specific cam-
paigns are designed, specific drugs are generally 
not specified. Only substances such as cocaine 
and cannabis are visualized in some spots 
of  the stage corresponding to recent years, 
such as in “The most expensive objects in the 
world” (2015) and “Get your drugs out of  
circulation” (2014). Regarding drugs, there is 
only one campaign in which reference is made 
specifically to this risk factor “Don’t take inap-
propriate drugs for driving” (1999).

Regarding content, some differences are 
noted in the campaigns issued. Some 40.6% 
are specific messages on alcohol consump-
tion while driving, distributed throughout all 
periods, such as “If  you drink, do not drive” 

(1985) or “The road does not care how much 
you have drunk” (2024). While 12.5% cor-
respond to specific drug-related issues, and 
3.2% deal with the use of  pharmaceuticals.

However, 41.9% are campaigns in which 
several ads were developed with the same 
slogan but warning of  different risk factors, 
among which is the consumption of  substanc-
es while driving. The first campaign to follow 
this strategy is “Te lo dice un amigo” (A friend 
tells you) (1989), and from that moment on it 
is a recurrent way of  transmitting traffic mes-
sages. Other examples are “Las imprudencias 
no las solo las pagas tú” (You are not the only 
one who pays for recklessness.) (1995) or 
“Antes de poner excusas piénsalo” (Before 
making excuses think about it) (2004). 

On the other hand, the remaining 6.4% are 
general campaigns that, in the same spot, warn 
of  a variety of  infractions, naming alcohol or 
drugs among them, such as “Don’t spoil it” 
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(2021). It should be noted that there are a large 
number of  campaigns of  this latter type, but 
they usually do not name specific risk factors, 
but simply remind the road user not to com-
mit recklessness, and therefore, they have not 
been included in the selection made.

The communicative strategy used in the 
campaigns has been in line with the way of  
transmitting the messages in the time periods 
in which they were broadcasted. Thus, in the 
early days, advertisements were broadcast 
with simple messages aimed at informing the 
population of  the dangers of  driving after 
drinking alcohol. Later on, with the arrival 

of  the 90’s, the messages and images of  the 
spots were enhanced, including very realistic 
and violent scenes of  the consequences of  
road accidents, as well as testimonies of  vic-
tims and family members, in order to impact 
and provoke fear in the audience to reduce 
these risky behaviors. In the following stages, 
the communication strategy is modified, 
developing campaigns with heterogeneous 
techniques including informative and im-
pact elements, but also more creative ones 
through comparisons, metaphors and even 
humor, aiming to increase the reflection and 
awareness of  road users.

Campaign Year Thematic Description of the advertisement

One drink too many can be 
one life too few 1961 Alcohol Drawings of  a vehicle “filling up” with wine that is rescued by an 

ambulance.

If  you drive, do not drink 1965 Alcohol Realistic scene of  two friends refusing a glass of  alcohol because 
they are going to drive.

Always with one glass less 1978 Alcohol Animation of  a driver's hand refusing a glass of  wine.
If  you drink don't drive 1985 Alcohol Steve Wonder reminds “If  you drink don't drive”.
Use the best car insurance is 
precaution 1988 Alcohol A beer mug is thrown until it crashes into a bar.

A friend tells you 1989 Alcohola
An animation of a squirrel is superimposed on a real scene at a 
discotheque in which he urges a man who has been drinking to 

return by cab

Recklessness pays more and 
more 1992 Alcohola

Scenes just after an accident has occurred, in two of them there 
has been alochol involved in the incident with phrases such as “we 

had too many drinks” or “I've had the usual”.

In the end, recklessness pays 1993 Alcohola Images of  injured people interspersed with scenes of  accidents 
caused by alcohol.

The story of  ... 1994 Alcohola A victim tells his testimony

You're not the only one 
who pays for recklessness 1995 Alcohola Relatives of  victims explain the consequences for them.

The solution is in your hands 1996 Alcohola Asked about symptoms of suffering a respiratory arrest, the 
answer being alcohol consumption and driving

Don't take inappropriate 
drugs for driving 1999 Drugs

A radio announcer has an accident because he did not check the 
effects of  his drugs on driving, with a message aimed especially at 

the elderly.

Save yourself  a bad drink 1999 Alcohol A car crashes into a large glass of  alcohol.

Answer B could always have 
been avoided 2001 Alcohola

Scenes of  victims in which two options are given for what hap-
pened: birth problems or a traffic accident that could have been 

avoided.

Table 2. Description of  DGT alcohol and drug campaigns
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Note: aCampaign composed of  several ads, including a specific one on alcohol, drugs and/or pharmaceuticals.; 
bGeneral vacation travel advertisements mentioning substance abuse.

Campaign Year Thematic Description of the advertisement

Before making excuses, 
think about it 2004 Alcohola Situations where not complying with the regulations causes an 

accident that can be avoided with the corresponding actions.
Not a single drop of alcohol 
behind the wheel 2005 Alcohol The last behaviors of  a young man are recounted because he is 

going to have an accident caused by alcohol.

There are many reasons to... 2007 Alcohola The viewer is challenged to find a reason for breaking the rules.

No matter how old you are, 
drive with zero alcohol 2008 Alcohol The viewer is warned about the consequences of  drinking and 

driving, showing that no one is immune.
What we want is for you 
to arrive 2011 Alcohol People are thanked for having prevented someone who had been 

drinking alcohol from driving.

We all go with you 2012 Alcohol/ 
drugsa

Scenes with different risk factors are shown “Your couple of  
beers, they are not only yours” or “Your driving under the 

influence of  drugs, they are not only yours”.

Drugs and alcohol add these 
benefits to your vehicle 2013

Alcohol 
and 

drugs

A vehicle crash is shown with the message of  how substances 
affect the brain

Take your drugs out of  
circulation 2014 Drugs

A man drives stoned, and suddenly he can't get out of  his vehicle. 
There are thousands like him, and it is eventually discovered that 

it is because they have died in an accident.
If  you use drugs, it's not just 
you who are the victim 2014 Drugs A man dies as a result of  a driver's drug use, without explicit 

images
The most expensive objects 
in the world (cannabis) 2015 Drugsa Objects and actions such as consuming cannabis can be the cause 

of  a serious accident.

The 2 percent 2016 Alcohol 2% are 400 people who die every year after an accident due to 
alcohol consumption.

Testimonials that can save 
lives 2017 Alcohol Real victims tell about the causes of  their accidents.

In a traffic accident, who 
would you rather be: who 
lives or who dies?

2018 Alcoholb The negative consequences of  a traffic accident for those who 
live and those who die are shown.

Top holiday 2019 Alcohola
Three possible destinations after a traffic accident are shown 
as holiday destinations using black humor: prison, hospital and 

cemetery.

Don't mess up 2021 Alcoholb Irresponsible actions of  different road users without shocking or 
aggressive images.

Alcohol lies to you 2023 Alcohol Children sing to the rhythm of the nursery rhyme various phrases 
to justify drinking alcohol before driving

When you kill someone 
on the road, you kill them 
every day

2023 Alcohola Conversation between a person who died in a traffic accident and 
the person who caused the accident by drinking and driving.

The road doesn't care how 
much you've been drinking 2024 Alcohol

A group of friends are shown drinking alcohol. One of them, 
visibly drunk, wants to drive, something that one of  the friends 
prevents him from doing, but later they also have an accident 

because he had also been drinking, although in smaller quantities.
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It should be noted that, in addition to the 
communication strategy, there has been a 
substantial change in the message, which 
has evolved in a complementary way to the 
increase of  scientific evidence on the impact 
of  alcohol and drugs on driving, as well as the 
figures of  road accidents due to this cause. 
In the first advertisements in which alcohol 
is treated as a risk factor, the messages is-
sued do not stress not to consume these 
substances, but rather not to consume large 
quantities of  them. Thus, some examples of  
slogans from this first stage are “One drink 
too many can be one life too few” (1961) and 
“Always one drink too few” (1978). Mean-
while, over the years, it is conveyed that the 
only safe alcohol level is zero, with messages 
such as “At the wheel, not a single drop of  
alcohol” (2005) or “The road doesn’t care 
how much you have drunk” (2024), as well 
as encouraging zero drug consumption with 
“Get your drugs out of  circulation” (2014).

4. DISCUSSION AND 
CONCLUSIONS

The objective of  the research is to analyze 
the evolution of  traffic and road safety cam-
paigns that warn about the effects of  alcohol, 
drugs and/or pharmaceuticals consumption in 
Spain, in terms of effectiveness and adaptation 
to social, cultural and technological changes.

4.1. Communication strategies and 
message content: evolution and 
effectiveness

Campaigns focused on substance use in 
drivers have undergone a substantial evolu-
tion in terms of communication strategies and 
message treatment, which is in line with the 

changes employed by the DGT in the set of  
traffic and road safety advertisements (Faus 
et al., 2023). It is difficult to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of  these campaigns in isolation, given 
that at the time of broadcasting other preven-
tive measures are applied in a complementary 
manner (Tavakkoli et al., 2022). However, 
and despite this, accident rates and violations 
are tools that can serve as impact indicators 
(Staton et al., 2016). There are also studies 
that employ qualitative instruments such as 
focus groups, interviews or opinion surveys 
that provide information on the subjective and 
socially perceived value of  traffic campaigns 
focused on alcohol and drug use (Rolinson et 
al., 2018; Jiménez-Mejías et al., 2022). 

Studies conducted in Spanish population 
point out that one of  the most remembered 
traffic spots is “If  you drink, don’t drive”, this 
being a slogan that has permeated popular 
culture, despite being an advertisement of  
low visual impact (Faus et al., 2023). Why 
does this happen? It was one of  the first spots 
in which the star-system recount was used, 
with a well-known character appearing to 
launch the message. In addition, it was a very 
repeated slogan that is clear to the audience, 
being important elements for long-term recall 
(Fei et al., 2020; Ghio et al., 2021).

In this sense, informative campaigns such 
as the one mentioned above were widely 
used at the beginning of  broadcasting and, de-
spite the high recall of  certain spots and their 
role as educational pieces for drivers, their 
effectiveness in changing behavior was low 
(Lawes-Wickwar et al., 2021). These were 
years in which there was a steady increase in 
road fatality figures, both due to substance 
use and other risk factors. Specifically, in 
the case of  alcohol, the campaigns were not 
accompanied by other preventive measures 
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that could potentially have contributed to 
improving road accident figures. It was not 
until 1973 that a maximum permitted blood 
alcohol level was established, which at that 
time was 0.8 gr/l, and in 1989 it was modified 
to 0.5 gr/l, a rate that is maintained today 
(DGT, 2018). Nor were the relevant police 
controls carried out, which had an impact on 
the increase in traffic offenses for this reason. 
These controls began on an ad hoc basis in 
1979, but were not applied systematically 
until 1983 (DGT, 2018). 

In the 1990s there was an abrupt change 
both at the legislative level, in road safety 
education, and also in the communication 
strategy in the campaigns, becoming much 
more emotional and shocking through the re-
alism and rawness of  their images (Faus et al., 
2023). Scientific evidence supports that these 
spots better capture the public’s attention and 
provoke a strong emotional response, which 
is related to a greater recall of  the message, 
an increase in the perception of  the risk of  
driving having ingested alcohol and/or drugs, 
and real changes in attitudes and behaviors 
(Lewis, 2007; Ngondo & Klyueva, 2019). 
Thus, a significant reduction in traffic fatalities 
was observed during this period. However, 
in the early 2000s a stabilization in the figures 
is identified (Tolón-Becerra, Lastra-Bravo 
& Flores-Parra, 2013). In addition, in those 
years, more than two million preventive 
police controls were carried out, and 4.2% 
of  drivers with a positive blood alcohol level 
reached them (DGT, 2018).  

Consequently, a new change was required 
in the approach to traffic spots, as well as in 
the application of  other complementary pre-
ventive measures. This is how the multivariate 
period began, in which messages are transmit-
ted to citizens through various strategies that 

include informative, emotional, shocking ads 
and even using more creative tools, to achieve 
greater social awareness (Segura-García, 
2015). In addition, changes were made in 
regulations and legislation. For example, in 
2007 the Penal Code was amended to make 
driving under the influence of  certain alcohol 
levels a crime. Thus, in 2014, 6 million police 
controls were reached, finding a decrease in 
the rate of  offending drivers, which stood at 
1.5% (DGT, 2018).  

Recently in some countries they have 
opted for the use of  personalized campaigns 
for the user, in which through emerging 
technologies such as artificial intelligence or 
big data a high impact on the audience is po-
tentially achieved. In Spain, this resource has 
been used in some traffic spots such as “Los 
36: Hagámos que el Big Data se equivocal” 
(2022) or “El álbum de las Navidades que 
no pudiste vivir” (2022) (DGT, 2024). But, 
in both cases, these are generalist campaigns 
that do not specifically address any risk factor. 
In this regard, emerging technologies could be 
used for the development of  future alcohol 
and/or drug advertisements, showing the 
viewer in first person and interactively the 
psychomotor impairment produced by these 
substances through simulators or other tools.

4.2. Prevalence of alcohol, drugs and/
or pharmaceuticals campaigns in 
Spain

The review conducted indicates that the 
majority of  advertisements on substance use 
in drivers are specific to alcohol, with only a 
minority focusing solely on drugs or medi-
cines. A possible reason for this difference 
is that alcohol consumption in legal in Spain, 
so its intake is more normalized compared to 
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illegal drugs (García et al., 2020; Quiroga et 
al., 2018). It is a socially accepted substance 
consumed in various contexts, especially in 
social events (Tinajero et al., 2019).  In fact, 
several studies indicate that a high percentage 
of  drivers self-report having driven on some 
occasion having drunk alcohol, with fewer 
drivers reporting having consumed other 
drugs (Casalderrey, 2020). This character-
istic makes alcohol a highly prevalent risk 
factor and, consequently, requires greater 
reiteration of  the message in communication 
campaigns, especially those broadcast during 
holiday periods. 

Furthermore, reporting the effects of  al-
cohol on driving is easier than reporting the 
effects of  illegal drugs. Depending on their 
typology, these substances present a high 
variability in their impact on the user, making 
it difficult to create unified and clear messages 
(Luethi & Liechti, 2020). However, this has 
negative repercussions on citizens’ knowledge 
of  the problem. It would be convenient to 
use analyses of  the prevalence of  drug use in 
different age ranges or social contexts, which 
would allow an adequate segmentation of  the 
audience and the development of  personal-
ized advertisements potentially effective in 
these population sectors. Thus, campaigns 
targeting young people could employ social 
networks and impact strategies endorsed for 
this age group, potentially increasing their 
effectiveness for behavioral change (Alonso 
et al., 2023). 

It should be noted that there are a large 
number of  campaigns that the DGT peri-
odically broadcasts in which no specific risk 
factor is mentioned, but they are merely 
reminders for users to move correctly on 
the road. These spots contribute to gener-
ating social awareness of  the importance of  

following traffic rules and avoiding all risky 
behavior. In this sense, the present review 
of  advertisements has included those generic 
spots in which alcohol and/or drugs appear in 
some way, but not those in which no mention 
is made of  this specific risk factor. However, 
these periodic campaigns promoting safe and 
responsible driving allow viewers to connect 
with their knowledge of  the issue, and act as 
a continuous reminder of  the dangers associ-
ated with driving, including those related to 
alcohol and/or drug use.

4.3. Critical evaluation and 
recommendations for future 
campaigns

After reviewing the campaigns developed 
by the DGT, some shortcomings were iden-
tified, especially related to the content and 
target audience of  the spots. Regarding the 
first point, as previously stated, there are 
explanatory reasons why most of  the ad-
vertisements on this issue focus on alcohol, 
the most relevant being that it is a widely 
accepted and consumed substance in Spain. 
For the same reason, a shortcoming of  the 
ads is the scarce presence of  drugs and their 
effects on driving. 

The sale of  prescription drugs has in-
creased in recent years, increasing even more 
since the COVID-19 pandemic, reaching 
the figure of  1,033 million boxes sold at the 
expense of  the National Health System (Min-
istry of  Health, 2022). This figure increases 
substantially if  we add the drugs that can be 
obtained without prescription. In this sense, 
the most consumed by Spaniards are analge-
sics and antidepressants (Gutiérrez-Valencia 
et al., 2019). Added to this is an increasing 
trend towards polymedication. Thus, in 2015 
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there were 8.4% of the population consuming 
three or more different medications (Hernán-
dez-Rodríguez et al., 2020). Therefore, these 
are substances with a high prevalence at the 
national level especially in the elderly, but 
also encompassing other age ranges (Davies 
et al., 2020). And, in many cases, with side 
effects that are adverse to driving such as 
drowsiness, dizziness, coordination problems, 
among other symptoms. 

However, citizens receive very little infor-
mation about this risk factor. Specifically, we 
have only been able to identify one adver-
tisement broadcast in 1999 with the slogan 
“Don’t take inappropriate drugs for driving”. 
Possibly this situation is related to the fact 
that the consumption of  drugs is related to 
areas of  public health other than traffic and 
road safety, such as the prevention of  physical 
and psychological illnesses. However, in the 
messages that are launched from these areas, 
there is no emphasis on the consequences for 
other areas of  life, such as the role as a driver 
of  people who consume these drugs. There-
fore, it is considered an unknown risk factor 
by the population and should be addressed in 
some of  the future traffic campaigns. 

Another of  the deficits identified is the 
group of  users targeted by all the campaigns 
on substance use in driving. It is true that 
alcohol and other drugs affect the task of  
driving, so it is consistent that a majority 
of  advertisements are directed specifically 
at drivers. However, nowadays there are 
multiple types of  users interacting in the 
urban centers of  cities, all of  whom can ex-
perience the effects of  alcohol and drugs in 
their journeys. Pedestrians, cyclists, scooter 
users and other groups are also negatively 
affected in their performance, committing 
more reckless behaviors and underestimating 

their risk (Lasota et al., 2020; Christoforou et 
al., 2023). In fact, a study developed by the 
National Institute of  Toxicology and Forensic 
Sciences (2022) reveals that almost half  of  
the pedestrian fatalities tested positive for 
alcohol, psychotropic drugs and/or drugs. 
Specifically, 20.8% had consumed alcohol, 
20.8% had consumed psychotropic drugs and 
14% had consumed drugs of  abuse. A higher 
prevalence than in previous years, especially 
due to the increase in psychotropic drugs, 
which for the first time have an incidence 
equal to alcohol in the pedestrian group.

The greater appearance of  vehicle drivers 
in alcohol and drug campaigns is not exclusive 
to the posters on this risk factor, but is a com-
mon feature in most traffic advertisements, 
with few exceptions focusing on other user 
groups. In fact, this usually occurs in more 
general campaigns showing different risk 
behaviors, which may include cyclists, pedes-
trians or other users (DGT, 2024). Therefore, 
a greater inclusion of  these vulnerable groups 
in traffic communication campaigns could 
contribute to a broader awareness of  how 
alcohol, drugs and psychotropic drugs affect 
road safety in general, and not only from the 
perspective of  the drivers.
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