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SIDE AIRBAGS SUBSTANTIALLY REDUCE DEATH RISK IN CARS & SUVS;
THOSE THAT PROTECT PEOPLE’S HEADS ARE ESPECIALLY EFFECTIVE

ARLINGTON, VA — Side airbags that protect people’s heads are reducing driver deaths 

in cars struck on the near (driver) side by an estimated 37 percent. Airbags that pro-

tect only the chest and abdomen but not the head are reducing deaths by 26 percent.

“We found lower fatality risks across the board — among older and younger driv-

ers, male and female drivers, and drivers of both small cars and larger passenger

vehicles,” says Anne McCartt, Institute vice president for research and an author

of the study. 

Head-protecting side airbags reduce driver fatality risk when cars are struck by

SUVs and pickups, not just other cars. This is important because risks go up for

occupants of cars struck in the side by the higher riding vehicles. In particular,

the car occupants' heads are vulnerable to being struck. The Institute’s study 

confirms that side airbags are reducing fatality risk in these crashes. Automak-

ers are cooperating to reduce vehicle incompatibilities in both side and front 

collisions that lead to car occupant injuries, and a big part of this is to 

equip vehicles with side airbags.

The overall research findings echo those of a 2003 Institute study of side air-

bag effectiveness in cars. Data weren’t sufficient then to compute fatality risk

reductions for drivers of SUVs, but this time around there were enough data. Fa-

tality risk in SUVs went down 52 percent with head-protecting side airbags and 

30 percent with airbags that protect the chest and abdomen but not the head.
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The study includes three sets of effectiveness estimates. One is based on the same 

car models as the Institute’s 2003 study. Researchers also analyzed the effectiveness 

of side airbags in newer cars (2001-04s during 2000-04) and in a combination of newer 

and older cars (1997-2004 models). Estimates of side airbag effectiveness in SUVs 

are based on newer models only (2001-04s during 2000-04). Data are from the federal

Fatality Analysis Reporting System and General Estimates System. The authors calculated

fatality risk in cars without side airbags, with head-protecting side airbags, and

with airbags that protect the chest and abdomen but not the head (almost all vehicles

with head-protecting airbags provide torso protection too). Compared with the 2003

study, researchers used a refined method of accounting for driver differences and 

for vehicle differences besides the presence or absence of side airbags. 

Both the 2003 study and the new one reveal side airbag benefits, but the esti-

mates of effectiveness differ. The best estimates from the new analyses, based 

on the combined set of vehicles (1997-2004 models), show somewhat smaller ben-

efits of head-protecting side airbags and larger benefits of torso airbags, 

compared with the earlier study. The difference in effectiveness for these two

airbag types was smaller when researchers looked at newer cars only (2001-04s 

during 2000-04). 

“These variations in the findings depending on the datasets of vehicles aren’t 

surprising. Side airbags are relatively new, and the datasets still are small. 

This means fluctuations in the results are to be expected,” McCartt says. “What’s

important is the consistency of the overall pattern. Regardless of what vehicle

model years we included, the benefits of side airbags were revealed — and the 

benefits were greater for head-protecting side airbags than for ones that protect 

the chest and abdomen but not the head.”

Findings track results of the Institute’s side crash tests conducted since 2003 

for consumer information. All 33 current models with good ratings in this test are

equipped with head-protecting side airbags. Very few poor performers are (to com-

pare vehicle ratings based on front, side, and rear tests, go to iihs.org/ratings).
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Although federal regulations don’t require side airbags in passenger vehicles, more

and more manufacturers are installing them. In part this is the result of a volun-

tary agreement among automakers, forged in 2003, to improve occupant protection in

side impacts with SUVs and pickups — an agreement that essentially will result in

all cars, SUVs, and pickups being equipped with side airbags with head protection

by the 2010 model year. 

About four of every five new car and SUV models already have standard or optional

side airbags that include head protection. This is a huge increase since side air-

bags were introduced in a handful of models in the mid-1990s (for model-by-model

information on side airbag availability in 1996-2006 models, go to iihs.org/ratings/

side_airbags/side_airbags.aspx). 

The airbags vary by design. Some descend from the vehicle roof to protect the 

heads of occupants in both front and back seats. Combination side airbags inflate

from the vehicle seat or sometimes the door. These protect occupants’ torsos and

heads too.

Pickup trucks aren’t matching the pattern of rapidly being equipped with side airbags.

Head-protecting ones are standard in only one 2006 model pickup. Fewer than half 

of all pickups have side airbags at all, standard or optional.

“Once every passenger vehicle on the road has side airbags that include head pro-

tection for front-seat occupants, we can save as many as 2,000 lives per year,”

McCartt concludes.

End 3-page news release on effectiveness of side airbags
For more information go to www.iihs.org



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.2
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


