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Abstract 

In 1984 the official U.S. government estimate, based largely on 
experimental data and expert judgment, suggested that 4,500 to 9,000 
lives could be saved annually if full frontal air bags were installed in ali 
passenger vehicles. In contrast, the current official estímate of 
lifesaving potential, based on extensive real-world crash experience, 
has now been reduced to approxirnately 3,000 lives saved annually. 
This article pinpoints and discusses the sources of errors made in the 
early predictions of lifesaving potential for air bags. 

1 lntroduction 

When faced with uncertainty, technical experts are prone to varying degrees of 
overconfidence and bias in their predictions [1,2,3). These errors in judgment call 
into question the validity of the predictions, and in a broader arena, they call into 
question the validity of relying on expert judgment and rísk analysis to support 
decision-making. lmprovements in validity may result from revisiting previous 
assessments where the performance of the experts is critically evaluated and efforts 
are made to avoid similar errors in future predictions. This article explores errors in 
judgment made in the assessment of the lifesaving potential of air bags. 

With approximately 40,000 to 50,000 motor vehicle-related deaths occurring each 
year [4], airbags represent an ímportant engineering innovatíon and lifesaving 
intervention. Although current estimates [5] suggest that full-frontal airbags will 
save only approximately 3,000 of the 4,500 to 9,000 lives annually that they were 
expected to save [6], a recent analysis suggests that airbags compare favorably with 
other medica) lifesaving technologies based on their cost-effectiveness [7]. 
Nonetheless, their performance has been disappointing to safety advocates who 
expected more from the technology. Further, the ability of airbags to cause death, as 
well as to prevent death, has started safety specialists and become the subject of 
widespread media attention. Investigators from the National Highway Tra:ffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA) now attribute 96 deaths to airbag deployment in minor to 
moderate severity crashes (13 infants in rear-facing child seats, 42 forward-facing 
children, 4 adult passengers, and 37 drivers) [8]. 
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