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ABSTRACT

Whereas “vanity” license plates may be purchased directly from motor vehicle authorities in most U.S. states and Canadian provinces, personalised United Kingdom plates historically have been rather more difficult to obtain.  At the same time, however, unlike North American counterparts, U.K. automobile owners have been permitted to transfer plate ownership between themselves.  This capability has lead to a thriving second hand market, often yielding prices surprising to North American observers.

The UK market is made up of potential purchasers, individuals offering plates for sale, and companies who act as intermediaries.  The latter have been viable because of economies of scale in advertising and marketing; that is, of bringing buyers and sellers together.  Whether they will play as important a role in the internet era, and just what that role might be, is as yet an unanswered question; but it seems plausible to expect direct interactions between buyers and sellers to comprise a greater share of transactions as the costs of communication decrease.

For the present investigation a file created from more than 12,100 records was analysed in order to examine the impact of number and letter order on offer prices.  The major relationship revealed was, as anecdotal evidence would suggest, between the numeric value and price.  Other influences were found to be the ordering of number/letter groups, the relationship of letter ordering to names, initials, word contractions/abbreviations and the relationship between letter orderings and car manufacturer names.
I. INTRODUCTION
Thorstein Veblen (1889) is credited with coining the phrase “conspicuous consumption” to describe activities whose demand is derived largely or even entirely from their capacity to advertise the wealth of those who engage in them.  As potential items of conspicuous consumption, licence plates can hardly be improved upon.  They are on display whenever the owner uses his or her vehicle, which of course itself may be an item prized for its communication of status or wealth.  Each is unique, and through the appropriate choice of letters and numbers can transmit a clear signal of the superior purchasing power, wit, or other attribute of their owners.  In addition, they have an advantage over many other items of conspicuous consumption in that they are of little value to thieves.


There are a number of significant differences in the conduct of vehicle license plate issuance in North American jurisdictions compared with the system operating in the United Kingdom. In North America, autombile license plates are a commodity subject to numerous restrictions.  Typically issued only with the purchase of mandatory liability insurance, they either must be returned to the issuing agency should the vehicle for which they are issued be taken off the road or must be discarded.  It is thus difficult and in most cases effectively impossible (because illegal) to re-use Canadian and United States license plates. 

A second notable feature of the North American system is its issuance by a majority of states and provinces of what are commonly termed “vanity plates” – license plates with letters or letter-number combinations chosen specifically for the purpose of signalling a relationship to a vehicle or directly to its owner.  First issued in the early 1950’s, they are now available in the majority of states and province.  As an example, in British Columbia an annual fee entitles the owner of a vehicle to apply for a unique  plate with a maximum of  six characters that, among other things, may spell out a name  (DORA 1), a relationship to a vehicle (BMW 555), or a perhaps make a cryptic statement  (NOT HIS).  
Since the issuance of plates falls under the jurisdictions of states and provinces/territories, it is possible for up to 50 states and the District of Columbia (plus Puerto Rico, American Samoa and the United States Virgin Islands) and 13 provincial/territorial versions of each plate to be sanctioned north of the Mexican border.  An active collector’s market exists for those plates, independent of the vanity plate market, typically either with a focus on obtaining an example of a plate issued by each jurisdiction or on plates from each calendar year in which a plate was issued by a particular authority.  Few if any issue new plates each year as once was the common practice. 
In the UK, all license plates are issued by a single licensing authority, the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency, or DVLA.  Plates customarily stay with the vehicle and annual licensing is denoted by a paper sticker in the left-hand bottom corner of the vehicle’s windshield.  There is no provision for the issuance of custom make vanity plates.  In contrast to the North American systems, however, vehicle owners are allowed to trade the right to display license plates without necessarily having them attached to a vehicle.  This has allowed a market in licence plates to develop – a market, moreover, in which the combination of numbers and letters is open to subtle interpretations and which can in turn lead to surprising variations in prices.  For example, in April 2006 a Sikh businessman paid £254,000 (approximately US$505,000) for the plate 51 NGH, spelling the name Singh.
  The current record price for a plate issued in the United Kingdom is reported to have been £440,625 (£375,000 plus tax), paid for the plate F1 (Formula 1), originally issued in 1904.

The market in UK licence plates is at least 30 years old.  Offers for sale are listed by individuals and specialist plate marketing companies in newspapers and on Web sites. The DVLA also participates in marketing by auctioning plates in its possession. The strength and depth of the market has lead some to regard certain personalised plates as an investment.  The following table shows examples of past sale prices and claimed current market values of such plates.
	Registration  
	Date of Sale  
	Price Then  
	Market Value (Claimed) in 2008


	1 NU 
	1995
	£2,400
	£75,000

	1 VV 
	1995
	£5,800
	£75,000

	WKS 1 
	1994
	£2,200
	£25,000

	1 TCB 
	1992
	£3,000
	£25,000

	NSH 1 
	1994
	£2,600
	£30,000

	PAU 1Y 
	1996
	£3,000
	£25,000

	1 OY 
	1994
	£3,400
	£75,000

	1 OA 
	1992
	£3,200
	£75,500

	HPS 1 
	1994
	£3,300
	£30,000

	1 SAJ 
	1995
	£3,300
	£30,000

	
	
	
	


PREVIOUS RESEARCH
With regard to investigations of UK license plate pricing practices and relationships, the only paper found in a search of the literature is the Corder and Oswald (2002) paper, believed to be unpublished.  Corder and Oswald extract actual selling prices from DVLA auctions and estimate a linear regression equation to quantify the magnitude of for the variables influencing those prices.  
The present study is more modest in that the figures it examines are asking prices rather than exchange prices and no attempt is made to formally quantify the relationship between plate characteristics and prices at which plates were actually sold.  A consistent relationship between DVLA reported selling prices and commercial supplier offer prices might be expected given the market’s maturity and would suggest the possibility of using asking prices to estimate the effects of different number and letter combinations.  At the same time, it considers a larger sample of plate configurations allowing a finer distinction between plate characteristics and utilizes offer prices all quoted on the same date.
In the U.S., Biddle, (1991) has investigated the possibility of a bandwagon effect in personalised license plates. The present study does not investigate this phenomenon, although it may be considered as part of a follow-up.

This paper explores the relationship between number/letter combinations and offer prices of plates issued prior to 1963.  That data set was chosen because it covers the earliest plates issued (from 1904 onwards) and because it covers only those plates having combinations of six or fewer characters in letter/number blocks.  Plates issued since 1963 have an extra letter appearing in varying positions on the plate, making analysis of patterns substantially more challenging.
THE DATA SET
The data set analysed this paper, comprising some 12,110 records, was extracted from the web site of Registration Transfers Ltd. on September 21st 2007.  One of a number of companies marketing license plates, Registration Transfers Ltd at present reports a staff of 80 and has been in business for 25 years. 
Prices in this analysis are offer prices made by plate holders or their agents, not those at which plates actually were exchanged.  As can be inferred from the GreatPlateExchange.Com in the U.S., such data are likely to be substantially less reliable indicators of plate values than are actual exchange prices.  
At the same time, however, the UK market is mature, having been in operation for many years.  In addition, it is relatively open, with information on trades readily available.  Together, these conditions imply that the relatively small amount of information needed to prompt a trade, and the relatively wide distribution of that information, should have brought about a more or less consistent relationship between offers for sale and ultimate exchange values.  Since the main objective of this paper is to identify the relative value of offers, differences between offer and exchange prices, while meaningful in attempting to predict prices at which trades will take place, does not obviate analysis of relative characteristic impacts.
 

The data collected represents all plates on offer as of September 21st 2007 having the numerals, either preceding or succeeding letters, from 1 to 120.   Additional data was collected relating to plates listed as offered for sale “Price on Application” but is not included in this study.  Maximum and minimum, mean and median values were calculated separately for each group of plates classified by number, and a count of the number of plates in the group was also taken. 

Within individual plate numbers, the following classifications were used to sort the data:
	1 All Plates

	1 Number leads Letters

	Letters lead 1 Number

	Single Letter

	2 Letters

	3 Letters

	2 Numbers Lead 1 Letter

	1 Letter Leads 2 Numbers

	2 Numbers Lead 2 Letters

	2 Letters Lead 2 Numbers

	2 Numbers Lead 3 Letters

	3 Letters Lead 2 Numbers


The data collected from the Registration Transfers Ltd site was compiled into a single file and then was sorted alphanumerically, first using the numbers and letters on the plates as a key, then again with the offer prices associated with each individual plate as a secondary field.  
The data on that file was further classified by whether numbers preceded letters on the plate, the number of letters on the plate, the presence of a word other than a first name or abbreviation formed by the letters, a first name, an abbreviation or a vehicle-related name or abbreviation (for example, RR or BMW).

HYPOTHESES
Anecdotal evidence suggests several hypotheses concerning license plate asking prices.

1. Skewness in the data:  the value of the mean offer of any group of a given number would exceed the median offer value for that group.

2. The value of “letters preceding numbers” on a given plate would exceed the value of “numbers preceding letters.”
3. On average, the value of a vehicle-related combination of numbers and letters would exceed that of non-vehicle-related combinations.

4. The offer price of an individual plate would be strongly – and inversely – related to the number of numbers thereon.

5. Certain numbers apart from the lower values (for example, numbers ending in zero; double or triple numbers) would be seen as significant and therefore more valuable in their own right). 

OBSERVATIONS
It should be noted that the number of examples per plate number varied considerably from plate number to plate number.  For example, the number of plates containing the single digit “3” was 568, while the number “102” appeared in only 11 instances.  This disparity means that it is not possible to draw conclusions with the same degree of confidence for each number.
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The highest demand price in the data set was £350,000 for the plate MG 1.  The lowest price was £575 for the plate HDZ 114.  For any given plate number, the minimum price ranged between 37% of the maximum for Plate #10 and 34% of the maximum for Plate # 108, although it is worth noting that Plate 108 included only 13 instances.

In terms of confirming or contradicting the hypotheses advanced, the following results were observed.

Hypothesis 1:  Offer prices display considerable skewness.  A comparison of averages for the data showed a substantial difference between means and medians.  For plates having numbers before letters the mean value was £12,579 and the median, £7,995. For plates with letters preceding numbers the mean was £11,002; the median, £4,245. Overall averages were £11,867 (mean) and £6,995 (median) respectively.

Hypothesis 2:  “Letters first” license plates on average command higher asking prices than “numbers first” counterparts.  A comparison of median values for each plate showed that, on average, plates with numbers preceding letters were more valuable than plates with letters preceding number, contradicting the initial expectation that plates with letters preceding numbers would be more valuable.  Determining whether the data are idiosyncratic or the hypothesis is incorrect will require further investigation.
Hypothesis 3: The value of vehicle-related letter/number combinations appears to exceed those unrelated to vehicles, although at 74 observations the number of vehicle-related plates was a very small proportion of the total.  In order to examine this thesis the value of the vehicle-related number was compared with the average value for that number. Because of the small number of vehicle-related numbers the reliability of the comparison is low.  However, from the available data it appears that vehicle-related numbers were being offered at a premium relative to non-vehicle-related numbers.

Hypothesis 4:  The offer price of individual plates is inversely and strongly related to the number of numbers thereon. The following graph shows the median offer price of plates numbered from 1 through 20 and containing 1, 2 and 3 letters respectively. Notwithstanding special values attributed to particular combinations of letters it appears that apart from plates numbered 14, for which no single letter plate is on offer the hypothesis appears to be supported.
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· Series 1; plates having a single letter.

· Series 2; plates having 2 letters.

· Series 3; plates having 3 letters.

Hypothesis 5:  Certain numbers apart from the lower values (for example, numbers ending in zero; double or triple numbers) are seen as significant and therefore more valuable in their own right.  This hypothesis was tested by examining the medians of a selection of such numbers against the medians of numbers immediately preceding and following them.  It appears that for numbers ending in zero there was a mean offer premium of £326; for double or triple numbers a premium of £592 was asked. However, given the large differences in the count, the small number of comparisons between means possible and the substantial possibility of confounding factors, these results should be treated with considerable caution.

CONCLUSION
The study has revealed at least qualified support for a number of preliminary hypotheses with regard to a restricted set of offers for sale of UK license plates but casts some doubt on others. In addition, it has revealed an intriguing possible disconnect (albeit based on relatively few observations) between the prices paid for plates at DVLA auctions and offer prices listed by a prominent supplier.  In a similar finding, Corder and Oswald comment on the discrepancies between prices paid at “everyday” and “Classic” DVLA auctions, attributing the premium at the latter to marketing considerations.  It may be the case that the premium of 80-90% requested by the supplier for apparently similar plates (and, in two cases, DVLA auctioned plates purchased by that supplier and subsequently offered for sale) represent a fee for buyer convenience and seller expertise/ability to “match” object and acquirer.  The testing of such conjectures awaits further study.
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� Differing styles of lettering on the plate (one style per plate) are permitted; this fact can make attractive an otherwise unremarkable combination.


� Source – The Sunday Times (newspaper) January 27, 2008


� Source – Registration Transfers Ltd Web site – January 27, 2008


� Comparison of a small sample of DVLA selling prices with asking prices reveals intriguing relative disparities and suggests the importance of further investigation.





June 22-24, 2008
Oxford, UK

2
June 22-24, 2008
Oxford, UK


