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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 Ever since our cave-dwelling days, man has always been compelled to adorn his 

surroundings with visual communication. Its modern commercial applications by means of 

outdoor advertising have introduced an industry with ethical, economic, and social implications. 

The industry is anything but static- it is constantly evolving to integrate technological, cultural, 

and creative innovation. Outdoor advertisements have become inextricably and ubiquitously 

woven into our urban landscapes as businesses seek to capitalize on the most densely populated 

and highly commercial areas. Imagine Boston without the iconic Citgo sign; better yet, imagine 

Times Square without the spectacle of its grandiose billboards and the captivating and energizing 

ambience they create. They are also strategically placed along highways to capitalize on the fact 

that there is little other to occupy the visual attention of drivers and passengers during the 

relative monotony of highway driving, in addition to the more direct function of notifying them 

of goods and services (e.g. gas stations, restaurants, lodging) that they may need along their 

journey but that are not visible from the interstate itself. 

 A review of governmental policy, industry codes, and other topical societal issues, 

coupled with an analysis of their interrelationships and impacts, allows for conclusions to be 

drawn about the current success of regulation of the outdoor advertising industry and 

recommendations to be made for the future of the industry. I will argue and defend that current 

government regulation, coupled with industry self-regulation and consideration of its own 

interests, are sufficient in maintaining ethics in outdoor advertising. However, policy should 

update alongside technological, creative, and cultural evolution to ensure that effective 

regulation persists into the inevitably unpredictable but certainly innovative future. 

 

	  



	  

	  

3 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

History of Outdoor Advertising.......................................................................................................1 

Government Regulation...................................................................................................................3 
 Federal Trade Commission..................................................................................................3 
 US Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration..................................4 
  Highway Beautification Act of 1965.......................................................................4 
 
Business Self-Regulation.................................................................................................................5 
 Outdoor Advertising Association of America.....................................................................5 
 Nonprofit Research Institutions...........................................................................................6 
  Foundation for Outdoor Advertising Research and Education................................6 
  Traffic Audit Bureau for Media Measurement........................................................7 
 
The Social Debate............................................................................................................................8 

Driver Distraction vs. Driver Engagement..........................................................................8 
Perceptive Desensitization vs. Perceptive Engagement.....................................................10 
Culture of Overconsumption vs. Culture of Capitalism....................................................12 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations................................................................................................14

	  



	  

	  

1 

HISTORY OF OUTDOOR ADVERTISING 

 The outdoor advertising industry essentially began in the early 1800s as large posters 

became possible to printed and replicated in large quantities. Beginning with local merchants 

pasting roadside posters, or “bills,” on walls and fences hoping to notify pedestrians of their 

products and services, an industry soon arose from people leasing “bill boards” to businesses 

wishing to display their posters. By 1870, nearly 300 small sign-painting and bill posting 

companies had emerged, and in 1872, the International Bill Posters’ Association of North 

America was erected as the industry’s lobbying organization. In 1891, what is now named the 

Outdoor Advertising Association of America was established “to promote a greater 

understanding of the poster medium, provide an expanded nationwide organization for 

coordinating the services offered by member companies, and to address the ethical concerns of 

early industry leaders,” and some states began to form their own associations, as well (Outdoor 

Advertising Association of America, Inc).  

In the early 1900s, standardization of billboard size and advertising services in urban 

centers occurred, and fostered the launch of national marketing campaigns from major 

companies. The invention of the Ford Model T accelerated the growth of the outdoor advertising 

industry, as the barriers to vehicular purchase and travel were lowered, more and more people 

began to drive, and advertisers recognized the opportunity to capitalize on this new trend and 

increase roadside advertising. Industry members were encouraged to allocate space for public 

service initiatives, and during wartime billboards were dedicated to those efforts. Soon after, the 

National Outdoor Advertising Bureau was established to protect the interests of advertising 

agencies and monitor billboards in commission (Outdoor Advertising Association of America, 
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Inc). 

The industry saw huge growth in the mid-1920s. One advertising agency became the first 

to be publicly traded on the New York Stock Exchange, and the first major merger between two 

advertising firms, The Fulton Group and The Cusack Company, occurred to create the General 

Outdoor Advertising Company. As the industry grew and sought to continue expansion, the non-

profit organization called the Traffic Audit Bureau of Media Measurement was established in 

1934 to provide auditing and research services around outdoor advertising (Outdoor Advertising 

Association of America, Inc). 

It wasn’t long until the government introduced regulation to curb the unbridled growth of 

the industry. In 1958, Congress passed the Bonus Act that incentivized states to control 

billboards along interstate highways. In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson enacted the 

Highway Beautification Act to control billboards on interstate and federal-aid primary highways 

by limiting the installation of billboards to only commercial and industrial areas, mandating that 

states impose size, lighting, and spacing standards for billboards, and requiring just 

compensation for the removal of billboards that preceded the law but were now in violation of it. 

In 1972, tobacco advertising was banned, greatly impacting the outdoor advertising industry as 

that had represented a huge share of its business. Despite these governmental restrictions on the 

industry, the Supreme Court upheld its interests when they declared a San Diego anti-billboard 

ordinance unconstitutional in 1983 (Outdoor Advertising Association of America, Inc). 

Since then, technological innovations, newfound public concerns, and shifts in cultural 

dynamics and values have transformed the field of outdoor advertising. The industry has 

continued to evolve and regulation has evolved alongside it, but the question of whether this 

evolution has been positive or sufficient has been debated. 
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GOVERNMENT REGULATION 

 There are several governmental agencies and laws that regulate the outdoor advertising 

industry in order to protect the safety and interests of the consumer. Each major regulator will be 

discussed in turn. 

Federal Trade Commission 

The Federal Trade Commission, or FTC, is responsible for protecting consumers in 

American markets. The role of the FTC in advertising is described on their website: 

“When consumers see or hear an advertisement, whether it’s on the Internet, radio 
or television, or anywhere else, federal law says that ad must be truthful, not 
misleading, and, when appropriate, backed by scientific evidence. The Federal 
Trade Commission enforces these truth-in-advertising laws, and it applies the 
same standards no matter where an ad appears – in newspapers and magazines, 
online, in the mail, or on billboards or buses. The FTC looks especially closely at 
advertising claims that can affect consumers’ health or their pocketbooks – claims 
about food, over-the-counter drugs, dietary supplements, alcohol, and tobacco and 
on conduct related to high-tech products and the Internet, such as the 
dissemination of spyware. The FTC also monitors and writes reports about ad 
industry practices regarding marketing of food, violent movies, music, and 
electronic games to children” ("BCP Business Center.").  

 
Within its Bureau of Consumer Protection Business Center are a series of policies on advertising 

and marketing practices irrespective of medium, in general and with regards to particular issues. 

Some of these specific topics, as alluded to in the excerpt from their website, include marketing 

to children, utilizing endorsements, environmental marketing, health claim standards, marketing 

of domestic products, digital marketing, and telemarketing ("BCP Business Center."). The FTC 

monitors advertisements to ensure they are in compliance with these standards and policies, and 

when they identify violators, they “[file] actions in federal district court for immediate and 

permanent orders to stop scams; prevent fraudsters from perpetrating scams in the future; freeze 

their assets; and get compensation for victims” ("BCP Business Center."). The FTC is a critical 

party in maintaining legal and ethical integrity in advertising and advocating for consumer rights. 
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US Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration 

The USDOT’s Federal Highway Administration is tasked with the regulation of outdoor 

advertising along interstate and other federal highways. The overarching mission of the FHWA 

is described on their website: 

“The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) is an agency within the U.S. 
Department of Transportation that supports State and local governments in the 
design, construction, and maintenance of the Nation’s highway system (Federal 
Aid Highway Program) and various federally and tribal owned lands (Federal 
Lands Highway Program). Through financial and technical assistance to State and 
local governments, the Federal Highway Administration is responsible for 
ensuring that America’s roads and highways continue to be among the safest and 
most technologically sound in the world” (“Outdoor Advertising Control”). 
 

Within its Office of Planning, Environment, & Realty, the agency is responsible for 

implementing the Highway Beautification Act by means of the Federal Outdoor Advertising 

Control Program. These will be described in more detail in the sections that follow. 

The Highway Beautification Act of 1965 

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Highway Beautification Act requires that "the erection 

and maintenance of outdoor advertising signs, displays, and devices in areas adjacent to the 

Interstate System and the primary system should be controlled in order to protect the public 

investment in such highways, to promote the safety and recreational value of public travel, and to 

preserve natural beauty" (“Outdoor Advertising Control”). It relegated control of advertisements 

within 660 feet of federal highways to states, mandating that they develop and enforce standards 

for size, lighting, spacing, and maintenance of these billboards, including removal of 

nonconforming signs. It also limited permission for billboard installation to industrial and 

commercial zones as defined by each jurisdiction. It makes states responsible for the direct 

control, monitoring, and enforcement of the Act, and the Federal Outdoor Advertising Control 

Program dictates that states failing to maintain “effective control” of outdoor advertising would 
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suffer a 10% reduction in their federal-aid highway funds (“Outdoor Advertising Control”). In 

other words, this program represents federal oversight of a state responsibility. 

 
BUSINESS SELF-REGULATION 

The community of outdoor advertisers has its own organizations meant to foster 

innovation and success in the industry. Additionally, the industry has inspired the creation of 

third-party research organizations meant to educate industry members so they can ethically and 

practically enhance their outdoor advertising strategy. An overview of the major relevant parties 

are presented below. 

Outdoor Advertising Association of America 

 The Outdoor Advertising Association of America, or OAAA, is the leading trade 

association for outdoor advertisers. According to its website, its vision, mission, and objectives 

are as follows: 

“VISION 
To lead and unite a responsible OOH advertising industry committed to serving 
the needs of advertisers, consumers, and communities. 
MISSION 
To be a passionate advocate and a progressive thought leader that protects, unites, 
and advances the interests of the OOH advertising industry.  
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES 
Government Affairs Create a positive legislative, regulatory, and legal 
environment that protects and promotes the value of outdoor advertising. 
Marketing Inform, educate, and promote the power of OOH advertising to all 
audiences. 
Communications Use all channels to communicate the value of OOH 
advertising.  
Membership Balance and serve the interests of all members, and provide the 
tools, resources and support members need to win in the marketplace. 
Operations Create the policies, standards, and best practices to improve OOH 
advertising quality, appearance, safety, and effectiveness (Outdoor Advertising 
Association of America, Inc). 
 

The OAAA provides advocacy and thought leadership to its 800 member companies, 
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which represent 90% of industry revenues (Outdoor Advertising Association of America, 

Inc). Additionally, for the sake of maintaining high standards among its members beyond 

government regulations, the OAAA encourages adherence to its own Code of Industry 

Principles. These Principles are to “Observe Highest Free Speech Standards,” “Protect 

the Children,” “Support Worthy Public Causes,” “Provide an Effective, Attractive 

Medium for Advertisers,” “Respect the Environment,” “Provide Effective and Safe 

Digital Billboards,” “Uphold Billboard Industry Self Regulation,” and “Protect Billboard 

Industry Rights” (Outdoor Advertising Association of America, Inc). The OAAA seeks to 

comply with external regulation and promote ethical and commercial excellence and 

regulation itself. 

Nonprofit Research Institutions 

Foundation for Outdoor Advertising Research and Education 

 The Foundation for Outdoor Advertising Research and Education, or FOARE, is a 

nonprofit organization committed to funding research and education programs to generate 

and disseminate relevant insights that will drive improvement and innovation in the 

outdoor advertising industry. Some of these research initiatives include: 

• “A study to examine how OOH advertising can keep pace with changes in 
automobile technology and other issues related to new modes and systems 
of transportation and their impact on the industry 

• Research projects on issues important to the industry with results to be 
published in major journals 

• Ground breaking traffic safety research  
• OOH advertising curricula for marketing and advertising courses 
• Industry positioning research” (“FOARE.”) 

This research will enable outdoor advertisers to stay informed on relevant developments 

in the field and discover new considerations they may need to integrate into their 

planning and buying strategies. 
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Traffic Audit Bureau for Media Measurement 

The Traffic Audit Bureau for Media Measurement, known as TAB, also provides 

industry research to outdoor advertisers, in addition to auditing the circulation of outdoor 

advertisements. Its research efforts result in valuable and actionable metrics for the 

following categories: 

• “Audiences for billboards, 
posters, junior posters, 
transit shelters and phone 
kiosks 

• Geographically sensitive 
reach & frequency 

• Granular detail, reporting 
individual out of home 
units in over 200 DMAs 

• Detailed demographic data 
comparable to other media 

• True commercial ratings 
based on people who see 
the advertising” (TAB Out 
of Home Ratings). 

Armed with these insights, advertisers are 

able to make informed decisions about 

market targeting and strategy, which will 

inform the design, planning, buying, and 

execution of outdoor ads. This will foster 

smarter, more effective, and more valuable 

advertisements across the nation.  

 

 

 

Courtesy of TAB. 
http://www.tabonline.com/key_factors_of_visibility_adjustments 
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THE SOCIAL DEBATE 

 The discourse around outdoor advertising is certainly not devoid of contention. Different 

parties present unique and valid perspectives on the threats and benefits of outdoor advertising. 

Driver Distraction vs. Driver Engagement 

Many people have expressed concern that roadside billboards pose a threat to drivers 

since they have the potential to distract them from keeping their eyes on the road. In a Conflict 

Assessment report prepared by the Osprey Group for The U.S. Institute for Environmental 

Conflict Resolution, cites a substantial concern for digital billboards in particular. According to 

the report, “LED signs constitute an increased safety risk to the traveling public since the level of 

distraction is probably higher” ("Conflict Assessment: Federal Outdoor Advertising Control 

Program"  18). It is certainly a reasonable argument to make- a huge billboard disrupting the 

natural landscape and designed to catch the attention of consumers, especially when that 

billboard is composed of bright lights and/or frequent messaging transitions, one would expect 

that the presence of these roadside advertisements would stimulate distracted driving and traffic 

accidents. 

Despite the logic behind this concern, research indicates that the actual threat is relatively 

low. In a study by the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute Center for Crash Causation and 

Human Factors entitled “Driving Performance in the Presence and Absence of Billboards,” 

“participants in this study drove a vehicle equipped with cameras in order to capture the forward 

view and two views of the driver’s face and eyes. The vehicle was also equipped with a data 

collection system that would capture vehicle information such as speed, lane deviation, GPS 

location, and other measures of driving behavior”(“Driving Performance in the Presence and 

Absence of Billboards” 1). The study concluded that “the presence of billboards does not cause a 
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change in driver behavior, in terms of visual behavior, speed maintenance, or lane keeping” 

(“Driving Performance in the Presence and Absence of Billboards” 4). Additionally, a similar 

study by the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute Center for Automotive Safety Research 

concluded that “Eyeglance results showed that there were no differences in the overall glance 

patterns between digital billboards, conventional billboards, comparison events, and baseline 

events during the daytime” (“Driving Performance and Digital Billboards” 1). Although 

eyeglance frequency and duration did increase for digital billboards at nighttime (“Driving 

Performance and Digital Billboards” 1), this is to be expected because the contrast between the 

LED lights on the digital ad and its surrounding environment would be much starker in the 

darkness of nighttime. Further, the slight elevation in eyeglance patterns probably does not 

outweigh the danger of driving in the absence of this illumination, where the lanes would be 

more difficult to see and driving would probably be more likely to be impacted. During the 

daytime, the LED lights may not provide a benefit, but perhaps the presence of the billboard 

disrupts the otherwise monotonous landscape of the highway, and may prevent “highway 

hypnosis,” negligent driving, and possibly potential traffic accidents. In this sense, billboards 

may actually provide a public service and benefit to drivers. 

Moreover, a huge number of roadside ads are the signs listing the accommodations at 

each exit. These signs are technically “advertisements” because they promote particular 

businesses by displaying their logos, but they offer definite value to drivers. Without them, a 

driver may not know where he can fill his tank if his gas light suddenly comes on, or where he 

can stop for coffee to keep himself awake during his long and tiring journey, or where he might 

be able to simply use a bathroom. These signs provide an important benefit to the drivers. 

The Highway Beautification Act prevents excessive and flamboyant billboards. By 
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imposing size, lighting, and spacing standards for billboards, the natural beauty of the roadside is 

minimally disturbed and the safety of the drivers is minimally threatened. Assuming that 

regulation upholds these laws and standards, outdoor advertising does not significantly impair 

the experience of driving on the highway, and a case can even be made for how it enhances it. 

However, this is based on the assumption that these reports are accurate and replicable. Although 

I believe the research is accurate, since it was conducted by a reputable third party, if it is not, the 

argument that road signs may pose traffic hazards is a legitimate one. Reasoning behind both 

sides of the debate is legitimate. 

Perceptive Desensitization vs. Perceptive Engagement 

 While roadside billboards run the risk of distract drivers, the dynamic in urban public 

spaces is a completely different ballgame. While the Highway Beautification Act dictates that 

states must instate minimum spacing standards between billboards along highways, there is no 

law restricting the crowding of outdoor ads in urban centers. Some people, primarily those 

affiliated with particular anti-consumerist organizations, believe that the proliferation of 

billboards, especially in cities where they are so densely packed, leads to public desensitization 

to visual media. They contend that we have become so accustomed to these commercial 

advertisements that over time they have deadened our senses and dissolved our engagement with 

our surroundings. In an academic paper entitled “The AR|AD Takeover: Augmented Reality and 

the Reappropriation of Public Space,” Biermann, Seiler, and Nunes echo this idea with their 

concept of ‘narcotizing dysfunction,’ which “asserts that exposure to mass media creates a numb 

and passive society” (Biermann 2). There is also a community of artists who have rallied around 

this cause, including graphic designer Shepard Fairey. Fairey launched a guerilla sticker 

campaign with the slogan “OBEY” and an illustration of wrestler Andre the Giant. Fairey states 
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in his Manifesto that  

“The OBEY sticker attempts to stimulate curiosity and bring people to question 
both the sticker and their relationship with their surroundings. Because people are 
not used to seeing advertisements or propaganda for which the product or motive 
is not obvious, frequent and novel encounters with the sticker provoke thought 
and possible frustration, nevertheless revitalizing the viewer’s perception and 
attention to detail. The sticker has no meaning but exists only to cause people to 
react, to contemplate and search for meaning in the sticker.” (Fairey). 
 

Essentially, his campaign is an effort to reinvigorate a sense of purpose and value in urban visual 

media, in opposition to and spite of the glut of meaningless commercial visuals we’re 

“assaulted” with constantly. The way to inspire cognitive engagement with one’s surroundings is 

to present him with visual art rather than visual noise. 

 However, advertisers, especially the creative engineers behind the advertisements, would 

argue that commercial ads are not necessarily visual noise. Certainly some ads are thoughtless, 

uncreative, and do not deserve public attention or engagement. But because of the fact that the 

public space is so cluttered with these advertisements, the best marketers will recognize this as 

an opportunity to produce innovative, creative, captivating ads if they want any chance of having 

their potential customers follow up with a physical and profitable response. Beyond the 

ideological explanation, laws of economics dictate that as demand increases and supply 

decreases, price increases. Since so many businesses want to place outdoor ads in certain areas 

and real estate for these ads is limited because of practical physical constraints, the cost of 

securing one of these spaces for an ad is incredibly high. Indeed, Business Insider reported in 

2012 that the annual cost of a digital billboard in Times Square, the most desirable advertising 

space in America, ranges from $1.1 to $4 million (Edwards). Since urban advertising is 1) a 

battle for public attention and 2) a substantial financial investment, it is in the best interest of the 

business to design ads that people will engage with. This will cause the industry to continue to 
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forge new technological and creative innovations that will not reduce, and may even enhance, 

consumers’ engagement with their surroundings.  

Culture of Overconsumption vs. Culture of Capitalism 

Critics of advertising also disparage the ends that advertising is a means to, namely, a 

hollow materialist culture in which we attempt to satisfy our psychological needs with the 

Courtesy of AdWeek. http://www.adweek.com/news/advertising-branding/who-exactly-are-you-reaching-pricey-times-
square-billboard-158923 
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material objects we are convinced we need through ads. There are even communities and 

organizations that have rallied around this concern. AdBusters is one of these organizations, and 

defines itself as “a global network of artists, activists, writers, pranksters, students, educators and 

entrepreneurs who want to advance the new social activist movement of the information age,” 

who are “concerned about the erosion of our physical and cultural environments by commercial 

forces” and whose goal is to “topple existing power structures and forge a major shift in the way 

we will live in the 21st century” (AdBusters). They believe that commercially-motivated visual 

media fabricates “needs” and motivates people to buy things they don’t actually need but that 

they are convinced will make them happy. It then becomes a social pissing contest of who has 

the most stuff and who has the most expensive stuff, because happiness is now a material 

construction. These patterns of consumption in which our personal feelings of happiness and 

self-worth, as well as our social status, are contingent on the monetary value of the things we 

possess, is toxic to individuals and to society. 

Opponents of this perspective argue that advertising is an essential component to 

supporting our capitalist economy. Every individual is free to spend his or her money on 

whatever he elects to, and this creates a competitive market in which businesses create value 

propositions to entice consumers in this free market to purchase from them. Our national 

economic prosperity and stability depends on this consumerist model, because without 

consumers patronizing businesses and funding their operations, those business can’t employ as 

many people as possible, and when people lose their jobs they spend less, and this is how 

economic recessions are born. Businesses must communicate to consumers through their 

advertising that they can derive some sort of value from their product or service, or else the 

consumer is free to spend their money elsewhere or not at all. Therefore, this culture of 
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consumption is actually beneficial to society because we have a capitalist economy, and it is in 

the best interest of the businesses and the economy for effective advertisements to be publicly 

propagated in order to drive this consumption. 

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

By integrating governmental, industry, and social perspectives into the discussion of 

outdoor advertising regulation, it can be reasonably concluded that the industry is well regulated 

and does not present a legitimate threat to public welfare. Each potential threat to public welfare 

is addressed by regulatory policy or by tacit industry interests. The enforcement of sizing, 

lighting, and spacing standards for roadside billboards prevents the excessive risk of driver 

distraction and traffic accidents, and this has been substantiated with research. The glut of 

advertisements in urban public spaces incites competition for consumers’ attention and will 

inspire innovation in technology, creativity, and engagement strategies if businesses hope to 

make a return on their advertising investment. Although some may condemn the materialist, 

consumerist culture fostered by the proliferation of outdoor advertising, the fact is that it is a 

critical tool for businesses that we depend on to support our capitalist economy, and it is in the 

public interest to have a stable economy. Furthermore, the mutual potential to benefit and shared 

desire to maintain a high standard of quality and ethics enables effective and constructive 

external and internal regulation. 

Moving forward, it is recommended that both the government and the industry stay 

cognizant about innovations in the outdoor advertising industry and vigilant about new risks or 

threats that might be associated with them. New policy should be introduced or old policy should 

be amended or expanded to incorporate any new risks or threats to public welfare into regulatory 
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frameworks. One example would be digital billboards- they could not possibly have been 

anticipated or incorporated into the Highway Beautification Act, since the law predated the 

technology, but it is crucial that policy be expanded to ensure that the new media is implemented 

safely and ethically. If regulatory policy continues to keep pace with cultural, creative, and 

technological innovation, the outdoor advertising industry will cause minimal public harm and 

substantial public benefit. 
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