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Many parents of infants prefer to transport their baby in a rear-facing restraint in the front
seat of the vehicle, especially when they are alone. However, in vehicles with passenger air
bags, an inflating air bag can hit the back of the restraint with enough force to cause serious
injury. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) issued a warning in 1991
about the dangers of placing a rear-facing restraint in the front seat of a vehicle equipped with a
passenger air bag, advising parents to place such restraints in the back seats of these cars.
NHTSA re-issued this warning in 1995, following reports of the deaths of infants in crashes in
which passenger air bags deployed and the infants were in rear-facing restraints in the front seat
(NHTSA, 1995). The National Transportation Safety Board has also issued a warning about
such travel (NTSB, 1995).

To determine how well informed parents are concemning the dangers of transporting infants
in the front seats of passenger air bag-equipped vehicles, and how parents report they actually
travel with their infants, a national telephone survey of parents of infants was conducted in
November 1995. Five hundred households with an infant 12 months of age or younger and a
vehicle with a passenger air bag used to transport the infant were surveyed. Fifty-two percent of
the respondents were mothers, and 44 percent fathers.

Seventy-four percent of the respondents were aware of the dangers of traveling with their
baby in a rear-facing restraint in the front seat. This group consisted of 46 percent who said they
had read the label on their sun visor and/or infant seat, and when asked what the label said,
mentioned the dangers of this mode of travel. An additional 28 percent had not read these labels
or did not spontaneously mention the danger when asked what the label said, but when asked if
they were aware of any issues associated with placing a rearward facing restraint in the front seat
of a vehicle with a passenger air bag, correctly identified the danger.

Seventy percent of the respondents who were aware of the dangers thought this was a very
serious danger. Respondents who knew of the dangers were read a list of possible sources of
information and for each were asked if they had heard of the dangers from the particular source
(Table 1). The media were most frequently mentioned as a source, by 81 percent of respondents.
At the time of this survey, there had recently been extensive coverage of this issue in the press.
Over 50 percent of the respondents who knew of the danger mentioned infant seat labels and

instructions, and vehicle sun visor labels as sources.
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Table 1
Sources of Information on Dangers of Traveling with Rear-Facing Restraints
In the Front seats of Passenger Air Bag Vehicles

Percent
Media 81
Infant seat instructions 61
Infant seat label b4
Sun visor label i 55
Friend or family member 44
Government warning 44
Vehicle owner’s manual 43
Hospital or birthing center 30
Pediatrician’s office 27
Childbirth class 22
Obstetrician’s office 14
Car dealer 17

Respondents were asked how their baby usually rode in the vehicle when they were driving
by themselves, and separately, when other passengers were present. These questions were asked
before the questions on awareness of the issues, so were not tainted by these responses.

Most respondents whose infants currently travel in rear-facing seats reported that they
transported their babies in the rear seat. Overall, 8 percent indicated they usually transported
their baby in a rear-facing infant seat in the front seat of the vehicle when traveling alone with
the baby; 5 percent reported they do so when there are others traveling in the car. Twenty-three
percent admitted they had transported their infant this way. However, those who were unaware
of the .dangers were much more likely to report they transported the infant this way, with 20
percent saying they usually transported their infant in a rear-facing seat in the front seat of this
vehicle when traveling alone with the infant.

Results of the survey, which was conducted at a time when publicity about this issue was
widespread, indicate that three-fourths of the respondents knew the dangers of rear-facing
restraint and passenger air bag interactions, and most respondents said they travel with their baby
placed in the rear seat. Efforts to provide parents with information on safely transporting their
infant need to continue — both to reach new parents who are unaware of the dangers and to

reinforce the safety issue with others.



REFERENCES
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. 1995. Federal Register. Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards;
Occupant Crash Protection. Final Rule. Vol. 60, No. 99, pp. 27233-27239. Washington, DC.

National Transportation Safety Board. 1995. Safety Recommendation. H-95-19; H-95-31. Washington, DC:
National Transportation Safety Board.

767SF.SLF
May 1, 1996



