ADDRESSING THE RISKS FROM
AIRBAG INFLATION FOR INFANTS,
CHILDREN, AND SHORT DRIVERS

Recent news coverage of deaths, including children and short women, caused by
airbags focuses attention on the problem of inflation injuries. This is a serious problem
that must be addressed. At the same time, it’s important to keep airbag benefits and
risks in perspective.

Driver Airbags

Through 1995, airbags had inflated about 780,000 times. More than 1,100 lives had been
saved. Driver airbags reduce deaths by about 14 percent in all kinds of crashes — about
20 percent in frontal crashes, the kind in which airbags are designed to work. Deaths are
being reduced for both males and females. They’re lower among drivers with and with-
out safety belts. But inflating driver airbags also have been implicated in as many as 18
driver deaths, mainly short women.

Why is this happening? What can be done to prevent it? To protect people in serious crashes,
the bags have to inflate rapidly to create an energy-absorbing buffer between the upper body
and the steering wheel, instrument panel, and windshield. Ideally, an airbag is fully inflated
before a motorist moves into it. But if someone does contact an airbag while it’s still inflat-
ing, injury can result. Forces are so high just after an inflating airbag emerges from its cover
that serious injury is possible. Contact nearer the end of inflation usually results in nothing
more than abrasions.

People at risk of serious injuries from inflating airbags are mainly drivers who sit with their
faces or chests very close to the steering wheel. With or without airbags, this position is
risky because hitting the steering wheel can cause serious head and chest injuries in
crashes. Now it’s particularly risky because of the possibility of airbag inflation injuries.
Drivers can do several things to reduce the risk. The first is to use a safety belt because
most airbag inflation deaths have involved unbelted people. Also, sit as far away from
the steering wheel as possible while still reaching the pedals. Some cars have steering
wheels with telescoping adjusters that allow drivers to move the wheel away. People
who sit close to the wheel just to see over it may be able to raise their seats or tilt the
wheel down instead of sitting so close.
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Another option is pedal extenders available from the National Mobility Equipment
Dealers Association (800/833-0427). These allow drivers to sit farther away from the
steering wheel. And, because seating positions vary from vehicle to vehicle, shorter mo-
torists might factor this in when shopping for a new model.

What about pregnant women? Are they or their unborn babies at risk? Studies haven’t
been conducted on airbag effectiveness for pregnant women in crashes, but tests using a
dummy designed to represent a shorter female in the third trimester of pregnancy indi-
cate that airbags may provide additional protection to both belted and unbelted drivers.
However, late in pregnancy some women may find it impossible to get their abdomens
away from the steering wheel. In these cases, airbags do increase the risk of fetal prob-
lems, but there’s risk even without the airbag because of close proximity to the wheel.

It’s important to recognize that as many as 3,400 fetal deaths may occur in motor vehi-
cle crashes each year, and only 1 has been documented to involve an airbag. Pregnant
women who wish to drive should move the seat back, making sure there’s as much room
as possible between their abdomens and the steering wheel (pedal extenders might
help). Women who cannot do this should have someone else do the driving.

Passenger Airbags

Until recently, effectiveness has been estimated for driver airbags only. Now there are
enough passenger bags to reliably assess their effectiveness, too, and Institute analyses in-
dicate they reduce deaths among right front passengers by 11 percent in all kinds of crash-
es — 18 percent in frontal crashes. But the same study also found that fatality risk among
children riding in the front seat is higher in vehicles with airbags than without them.

As of last month, 9 infants in rear-facing restraints and 22 children are reported to have
died from airbag inflation injuries in low-severity crashes. Many of the children are
believed to have been unbelted and to have moved forward during braking just before
impact so that they were very close to the airbags at the beginning of inflation. Im-
properly belted children and even some using belts correctly may also be at risk if they
don’t remain well back in their seats — away from the airbag — or if their seats are
too far forward when the airbag deploys.

Whenever possible, children should ride in the back seat, properly restrained. Even chil-
dren who use belts should avoid riding up front because youngsters don’t always sit
quietly, and they don’t always stay back in their seats. Some vehicles without rear seats
or with no room in the rear for rear-facing restraints are equipped with airbag cutoff
switches. In these vehicles, infants and children may ride up front if the airbag is deacti-
vated. In other rare instances in which parents have no choice but to allow children to
ride in the front seats, the adults must make sure the seat is all the way back and the
child stays belted and sitting back in the seat. Never put a rear-facing infant restraint in
front of a passenger airbag that hasn’t been deactivated.

By following these guidelines, motorists can eliminate the risk of life-threatening inflation
injuries. Only when it’s impossible to move away from the airbag should people even
consider having their airbags disconnected (federal approval is needed before repair shops
can do this). In the longer term, technology will step in. Smart airbags will detect occu-
pant characteristics and crash severity, tailoring deployment for optimal protection. But it
will be some years before these are in new cars.

advisory advisory advisory advisory

advisory

Institute analyses
indicate that pas-
senger airbags
reduce deaths
among right front
passengers by 11
percent in all
kinds of crashes
— 18 percent in

frontal crashes.

advisory





<<
  /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
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -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
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /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
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /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 ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


