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By Jayne O'Donnell, USA TODAY 

Air bags that protect both the heads and bodies of SUV drivers and their passengers can cut the risk of death in side 
crashes by more than half, an insurance industry-funded study out Thursday shows.  

These head-protecting side air bags proved to be far more effective at saving lives in cars and trucks than bags that 
protect just the torso. But the new research from the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety shows torso-only side air bags 
still reduce the risk of death by more than 25%.  

Under a voluntary auto industry agreement, all vehicles will have head-protecting side air bags as standard equipment by 
September 2009. About four of every five new car and SUV models now have head-protecting side air bags available, 
IIHS says.  

The institute says that when all vehicles have head-protecting side air bags, the number of car crash fatalities could be 
reduced by 2,000 each year.  

About a third of all deaths in cars and light trucks involve crashes in which vehicles are struck in the side. These side 
crashes are riskier because the side of a vehicle can't absorb crash forces like the front and rear can. 

A federal rule that would mandate head-protecting bags and further improve side-impact protection is expected to be 
finalized this winter.  

The institute found the risk of death to car drivers was reduced by 37% with head-protecting air bags and 26% with torso-
only side air bags. Along with the 52% reduction of fatality risk for SUVs with head-protecting air bags, drivers of SUVs 
with torso-only bags have a 30% less risk of death. 

IIHS says it couldn't gauge the effectiveness of side air bags in pickups and minivans because there weren't enough on 
the road that had the bags and had been involved in crashes.  

The institute says side air bags help protect all adults. "We found lower fatality risks across the board — among older and 
younger drivers, male and female drivers, and drivers of both small cars and larger passenger vehicles," says Anne 
McCartt, IIHS' vice president for research and an author of the study. 

Side air bags were first introduced in the mid-1990s.  

In the late 1990s, some automakers said their tests showed side air bags could endanger small children, especially if they 
were unbelted or leaning into the bags.  
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That prompted regulators to push automakers to develop voluntary standards to limit the bags' power. 

The concerns about side air bag risks to children have largely been eliminated, because torso bags are only rarely offered
in the back seat, where children under 13 are supposed to sit.  

Side-curtain air bags, which protect only the head, are often in the back seat but don't deploy with the force of torso bags 
or reach down far enough to injure children.  
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