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Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standard 208

ïSpecifies the type of active and passive 

occupant restraints (e.g. seat belts, air bags) 

and performance requirements for test 

dummies seated in the front seats of 

passenger cars, multipurpose passenger 

vehicles, light trucks, and vans. 

ïThe purpose of the standard is to reduce the 

number of fatalities and the number and 

severity of injuries to occupants involved in 

frontal crashes.
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FMVSS 208 Occupant Protection (Airbags)

ÈIn 1991, Congress mandated that by model 

year 1998 frontal air bags be phased into

ïAll passenger cars, multipurpose passenger 

vehicles, light trucks and vans 

ïShall meet 48 km/h (30 mph) full frontal rigid 

barrier crash test requirements withoutseat 

belts fastened

ïDual air bags by 1999
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Unintended consequences

ÈIt became clear in the early 1990s that deploying 
airbags were causing deaths and serious injuries in 
some low-severity crashes

ÈRecognition of this problem led quickly to responses 
by automakers and the government including a major 
public educational campaign  

ÈAt same time automakers and others urged NHTSA to 
lower the severity of barrier tests with unbelted 
dummies so that airbags could be depowered
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Comprehensive Plan 
NHTSA 1996

ÈExisting Vehicles

ïLetters/labels to owners, disconnect policy

ïExtensive media outreach and coalition efforts 

ÈNear-Term Vehicles

ïEnhanced warning labels

ïExtending on-off switches for certain vehicles

ïSled option to quickly redesign air bags

ÈFuture Vehicles

ïAdvanced air bags
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Three Goals of FMVSS 208 Advanced 

Airbag Rulemaking

ÈMinimize the risks 

ÈEnhance benefits  

ÈEncourage innovation
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Rulemaking Chronology

91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00

Sled Option

NPRM

SNPRM
Air Bags

Congressionally 

Mandated

Warnings on Safety of 

Children in Air Bag Vehicles

Dummy Rulemaking

TEA 21

Final  Rule
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FMVSS 208: Sled test option

ÈIn March 1997 NHTSA issued a final rule allowing 

automobile manufacturers to quickly reduce the 

force at which their air bags deployed.

ïFor the unbelted dummy test condition, 

manufacturers were given the option to certify 

vehicles using a 30 mph sled test instead of the 

30 mph vehicle-into-barrier crash test

ïAs a result airbag power was reduced by 20 to 35 

percent in 1998 and newer vehicles
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FMVSS 208 Advanced Airbags
Overview

ÈMost complex standard in NHTSA history

ÈMany new features

ïfamily of dummies

ïnew Injury Criteria

ïout-of-position testing

ïoffset deformable barrier testing
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Frontal crash protection: NHTSA advanced 

airbag rule, phase-in effective Sept 2003
Crash tests

50th percentile         

adult male dummies

5th percentile        adult 

female dummies

40% offset frontal 

deformable barrier test
Rigid barrier testRigid barrier test

Unbelted 

Driver and 

passenger 

20-25 mph

Belted 

Driver and 

passenger         

0-35 mph*

Unbelted 

Driver and 

passenger 

20-25 mph

Belted 

Driver and 

passenger         

0-35 mph

Belted         

Driver and 

passenger 

20-25 mph

* Range is 0-30 mph during first stage of the phase-in of the final rule
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Frontal crash protection: NHTSA advanced 

airbag rule, phase-in effective Sept 2003
Tests to minimize airbag injuries

Rear facing child safety seat 

with 1 year old dummy

3-year-old and 6-year-old         

child dummies

5th percentile adult female 

dummy (driver position)

Suppression

(presence)

Suppression

(presence)

Suppression

(out of position)

Suppression

(out of position)

Low Risk

Deployment

Low Risk

Deployment

Low Risk

Deployment
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Minimize Risks ðTest Options 

ïStatic 

Suppression

ïDynamicSuppression

ïLow Risk Deployment

Telltale

Light

Suppression

Zone
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Minimize Risks ðTest Options

5%tile

Female

Driver Side

Children

Passenger

Side


