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Many motorists think an air bag will cushion them
like a pillow in a collision, but these devices can
cause serious injury and death.

The hard truth
about air hags

Lawrence Baron and Matthew Whitman

Air bags are heavily touted by auto-
mobile manufacturers as safety de-
vices. Sadly, this is by itself misleading. In
reality, an air bag is an explosive device
tucked in the steering wheel or instrument
panel of a vehicle. Air bags have limited
utility, and, even today, despite increasing
news reports of air bag dangers, the driving
public does not fully grasp the trade-offs air
bags present. Air bags, especially those
manufactured before the 1998 model year,
have injured and killed vehicle occupants
and will continue to do so—even in colli-
sions where people would not be hurt but
for the air bag firing.

Consumers have been receiving mixed
messages about air bags for years. Auto
manufacturers knew as far back as the
1970s about the dangers associated with
the devices.! For example, in the August
1971 issue of Mofor Trend, Ford purchased
a full-page ad entitled, “An Up-to-Date Re-
port of Air Bags. The Good News, The Bad
News.” The ad warned that a “major con-
cern is that children who might be stand-
ing near the bag at the moment of deploy-
ment could also be severely injured.”
Automalkers resisted air bag installation for
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safety as well as cost reasons.

However, once the government pro-
mulgated air bag regulations, there was si-
lence from the industry. Manufacturers re-
alized the devices’ marketing potential and
quickly touted them as safety devices. Nu-
merous advertisements shaped consumer
expectations that air bags were soft, billowy
pillows. The last thing consumers expect-
ed was that air bags could kill.

As vehicles became widely equipped
with air bagds, experience disproved the
myth of the air bag as a safety panacea. Re-
ports of child deaths started to circulate in
the mid-1990s. In June 1996, the govern-
ment and auto manufacturers combined
to formulate the Air Bag Safety Campaign.
This was the first concerted effort to advise
the public of dangers associated with air
bags. The campaign stressed that children
should be placed in the back seat and that
drivers and passengers in the front seat
should sit as far back as possible.

In October 1999, the National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) is-
sued a warning about side-impact air bags,
which many manufacturers have recently
begun equipping their vehicles with. In
theory, these bags offer great benefit. Not
only are they supposed to protect occu-
pants during a side-impact crash, but they

may also keep the occupant inside the ve-
hicle during a rollover. NHTSA suggested
otherwise, noting that these air bags, like
frontal air bags, have been undertested.
The agency released a statement that
said
Side-impact air bags can provide significant
supplemnental safety benefits to adults in side-
impact crashes. However, children who are
seated in close proximity to a side air bag may
be at risk of serious or fatal injury, especially if
the child's head, neck, or chest is in close prox-
imity to the air bag at the time of deployment.
Because there are variations in the design and
performance of side air bags, manufacturers
should notify consumers regarding whether it
is safe for children to sit next to the side air
bags. Children 12 and under should always
travel in the rear seat and use an age-appro-
priate restraint.?

Confusion about air bag safety remains,
and alternative designs that could prevent
injuries have yet to be incorporated into
most vehicles.

Generally, there are three types of air bag
cases: those based on the automaker’s fail-
ure to install an air bag,” those involving an
air bag's failure to deploy,! and those in
which an air bag inflated and caused in-
juries or death. This article focuses on the
third type, which is the most common.’

An air bag deploys more quickly than
the blink of an eye. Typically, one or more
sensors detect a crash within the first 15 to
20 milliseconds after a frontal impact. The
sensors send an electrical pulse to the air
bag module, which ignites a small explo-
sive squib. The squib ignites a solid propel-
lant, typically pellets or disks of sodium
azide. The azide burns with tremendous
speed, releasing nitrogen gas.

The gas flows into the bag, which is fold-
ed inside a compartment in the steering
wheel or instrument panel of the vehicle.
The expanding bag bursts through its
cover, either by splitting its housing at per-
forations or by forcing open a door built
into the instrument panel. (Many injuries
to “out of position” occupants are attrib-
uted to these doors, rather than the air
bags themselves. The doors fly open with
great speed and force.) Within 45 to 55 mil-
liseconds after impact, the air bag is fully
deployed. Within 75 to 80 milliseconds, it
deflates. And within 150 to 200 millisec-
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