Crash Testing 

It’s not for Dummies anymore

You’ve got to hand it to crash test dummies... they take it on the chin for us day in and day out. If the people who run vehicle crash test programs had their way, however, those so-called “dummies” would happily walk away from crashes without a scratch - if they could walk, that is. That’s the whole point of crash testing. By subjecting vehicles to simulated real-life crashes and collisions, auto manufacturers hope to find better ways of protecting the real-life occupants of their vehicles. To them, a crushed crash test dummy is a problem that shows the way to the solution. 

The first traffic-related fatality occurred in 1896 when Bridget Driscoll was struck and killed by a car in London, England. Since then, more than 20 million people have lost their lives in automobile accidents. This terrible toll would be much higher were it not for the lessons learned by automotive engineers and designers from crash testing. The first crash tests were conducted in the 1930’s when automakers, lawmakers and the public at large became concerned at the rising death toll on the nation’s highways and byways. By the early Fifties, the first generation of crash test dummies were in use. It was soon discovered that a host of preventable injuries were the direct result of unsafe car interior designs. Rigid steering columns and rear-view mirrors, hard metal or plastic dashboards and a profusion of protruding buttons and knobs were common features in cars of the day. Safety modifications instituted as a result of crash tests markedly reduced the frequency of these types of injuries. As just one example, General Motors’ introduction of the collapsible steering column in the 1960’s reduced the risk of death due to steering wheel trauma by 50 percent. Quote 

A number of organizations regularly conduct crash tests, and the types of tests they perform are varied in nature. For example, results of crash tests conducted by Consumers Union are regularly featured in Consumer Reports magazine. The Monash University department of Civil Engineering, on the other hand, has as their goal the improvement of roadside crash barriers. The main governmental tester is the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) in the United States, who test all new vehicles sold in the country by performing front and side impact tests. We should also mention the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, an association funded by the insurance industry that conducts offset and low-speed crash testing. The IIHS tests focus less on product safety and more on the dollar amount of damage suffered to vehicles in collisions - information of great interest to those in the market for a new car or truck. 
Let’s review and summarize the most common types of crash testing, focusing on how and why they are conducted:

Frontal-Impact Tests:  These simulated head-on crashes are what most people think of when they hear the words “crash test”. Their purpose is straightforward - to measure how well a vehicle protects its occupants in either a head-on collision or a crash directly into a fixed object. In these tests, vehicles are propelled towards an immovable barrier (usually a concrete wall) or another vehicle at different speeds, and the damage to the vehicle(s) and the crash dummies inside is then noted.   

Offset Tests: Offset crash tests are a more recent innovation designed to better approximate real-world driving conditions. The sides and corners of the vehicles take the brunt of the impact, and as with frontal testing, the damage is measured following the crash.

Side-Impact Tests: A disproportionate number of traffic fatalities result from side impacts because the occupants must depend on a thin door and/or side panel to absorb the forces generated by a collision. As well, side window glass often shatters during a serious collision. Side-impact testing has helped auto engineers design effective side air bags and shoulder belts to better shield and protect vehicle occupants.

Roll-over Tests: Conclusive results of the first roll-over tests demonstrated the vulnerability of convertible drivers and passengers resulting from the collapse of the roof pillars. The predictable response of insurance companies directly led to the vanishing of convertibles from new car showrooms in the mid 1970s. Continued roll-over testing by manufacturers, however, helped engineers design the stronger convertibles that have been re-introduced over the past 15 to 20 years. Roll-over testing is also more important now that SUVs have become so popular. One of these, the 1988 Suzuki Samurai, suffered a wave of bad publicity when it failed Consumer Reports’ roll-over tests and was branded “not acceptable”. Although the Samurai was not recalled, it was soon replaced by a new model (the Sidekick), which was 200 lbs heavier and 4 inches wider. In addition, new roll-over standards were established for cars and light trucks. Suzuki has always denied that the Samurai’s design was unsafe, instead casting aspersions on the testing methods used by Consumer Reports. Suzuki initiated a libel suit against Consumers Union (CR’s parent company) in 1996 that wasn’t resolved until 2004, with both sides claiming victory. Although Suzuki did not receive the monetary damages it sued for, according to Suzuki America’s vice president of customer relations and communications Cam Smith Arnolds “It was really about restoring the reputation of the Samurai and of Suzuki. Consumers Union admits the Samurai does not easily rollover. That was a huge, huge issue and you don't get that in court.” Operators of SUVs and other vehicles with high centers of gravity should take care when driving around curves at highway speeds and while off-roading. Even the strongest roof pillars will not stand up to the multiple roll-overs that can occur as a result of a high-speed crash or collision. 

It can be said with certainty that today’s vehicles are light years ahead of where they used to be as far as safety is concerned. For that, we owe thanks to those anonymous crash test dummies who often gave their all in the interest of more secure cars, better roads, and a safer environment for drivers everywhere. 
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