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Air Bags:  Helping Parents Make Tough Choices 
 
Kids should ride in the back seat, if possible. But what if all of them don’t fit? Many families 
have more than two or three young children and don’t own a mini-van. What should they do if 
they have a passenger air bag? These guidelines go beyond the basic advice to keep kids out of 
the front seat. 
 
Infants  
Never place a rear-facing safety seat in the front seat if it has two air bags, with these exceptions: 
the vehicle has an air bag cutoff switch which is in the "off" position; the frontal passenger air 
bag has been deactivated by a special feature included in the safety seat; the manufacturer's 
instructions for the safety seat or car bed specifically state that it has been designed and tested 
for use in a seating position with an active air bag. 
 
Most new parents think they must observe their infant while driving in case the baby stops 
breathing or chokes. They need to understand that being injured in a traffic collision is a far 
greater risk while the baby is in the car. Besides, even the most careful parents do not take turns 
staying awake all night to watch the baby sleep. Medically fragile infants need an adult to sit in 
the back seat and monitor them, since the driver needs to give full attention to the road. 
 
Infants should face the back of the car as long as possible, until age one at a minimum. For best 
protection, keep them facing rearward until at least 18-24 months in a convertible seat certified 
for rear-facing use up to 30-35 pounds. The baby’s head must be at least one inch below the top 
edge of the seat. 
 
Small children (age one or more) 
If it is absolutely necessary for a forward-facing child to ride in the front because all of the 
safety belts in the back are in use by other children, the child in the front should ride in a safety 
seat with a simple five-point harness system, not a seat with a shield or a booster without an 
internal harness. Adjust the harness snugly and check that the seat cannot be tipped forward 
toward the front of the car. If possible, slide the vehicle seat back on its track as far as possible. 
 
Most conventional safety seats with a harness fit only up to 40 lbs., but there are special 
products available for larger children. Booster seats used with vehicle lap and shoulder belts are 
legal for children above the minimum weight specified by the manufacturer (30-40 lbs., 
depending on the model), but children under three or four are rarely mature enough to keep the 
vehicle shoulder belt snug and properly positioned. Shield boosters are not recommended. 
 
Older children  
If it is absolutely necessary for a child to ride in the front because all of the safety belts in the 
back are in use by other children, older children may sit in the front wearing a properly fitted lap 
and shoulder belt. If the child is not tall enough to sit all the way back against the vehicle seat 
with the knees bending naturally at the edge of the vehicle seat cushion, use a booster with the 
lap and shoulder belt.  
 
Make sure the child does not lean forward to adjust the radio or slump forward while sleeping. 
In a collision, the uninflated air bag or the air bag compartment cover could smack the child's 
head with tremendous force. Some vehicles have shoulder belts which can be locked to hold the 
child in place; check the vehicle owner's manual. If possible, slide the vehicle seat back on its 
track as far as possible. 
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Why are air bags dangerous to children? 
The air bag is dangerous for anyone who is too close when it is “fired.” Most of the occupants 
killed have been rear-facing infants or unrestrained children who were thrown forward during 
pre-crash breaking. Other cases are short drivers sitting too close to the steering wheel and 
forward-facing children who, although buckled up, apparently were not sitting back against the 
vehicle seat at the time of the collision. Children in forward-facing safety seats may be injured if 
the harness is loose or the safety seat is not firmly installed in the vehicle. Older children 
wearing lap and shoulder belts, with or without a booster, may be injured because they are 
leaning forward or because the shoulder belt is not properly positioned between the neck and the 
middle of the shoulder. Never place feet or objects on the dashboard on top of the air bag. 
 
When the air bag shoots out of the steering wheel or dashboard, the tightly folded fabric or 
plastic compartment cover can crush any object in the "danger zone." Some common injuries to 
drivers are broken fingers, shattered hands, and skin abrasions. However, injuries suffered by 
children are more serious because they are hit in the back of the head (infants), the face, or neck. 
 
When first introduced, air bags had to be powerful enough to prevent an unrestrained, 160-
pound adult male from being ejected or thrown against the dashboard in a high-speed collision. 
Unfortunately, many of the deaths of children caused by air bag deployments are in low-speed 
collisions or near collisions in which the other passengers were not hurt at all. Air bags do not 
smother children; they fracture their skulls or break their necks. Many vehicles have “de-
powered” air bags, which are designed for occupants who are buckled up and sitting well back 
from the steering wheel or dashboard. Current vehicles also may have a sensor that turns off the 
air bag if it determines (by weight) that the occupant is a child. 
 
Should children twelve or under always ride in the back, without exception? 
This recommendation is based on the fact that most children over twelve are closer to adults in 
height, physical development, and behavior. They are old enough to understand and remember 
the importance of keeping their heads away from the dashboard. But if we follow this rule too 
rigidly, we might fail to make the safest choice in each individual situation. Whether or not the 
car has air bags, even adults are safer in the back seat, and one study shows that air bags are 
dangerous for children up to 15. No one should be riding without a belt, on a lap, or sharing a 
belt. What if the parent has four or more children who are twelve or under? What if a forward-
facing car seat fits best in the front seat because all of the belts in the back are forward of the 
seat crack? Can the front seat be moved back so there is a generous distance between the child 
and the dashboard? Look at the whole picture. 
 
What about drivers? 
Short drivers should sit back as far as possible from the steering wheel, especially if there is an 
air bag. Elderly drivers with small frames and fragile bones are most vulnerable to injuries 
caused by an air bag hitting the face or upper body. They should ride in the passenger seat 
whenever possible. If they must drive, slide the seat as far back as possible and recline the back 
of the seat very slightly. Make sure the shoulder belt is touching the chest so the occupant can 
get the full benefit of the “ride-down” effect. Pedal extenders may be added, if necessary. 
Studies show that pregnant women should avoid driving, when possible. They have a greater 
risk of suffering serious bleeding and fetal loss as a result of impact with the dashboard, steering 
wheel, or even the safety belt – but not the air bag. 
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How close to the air bag is “too close”? 
Air bags differ in the speed and angle of deployment, just as occupants vary in size and shape, so 
the size of the “danger zone” varies. For drivers, some manufacturers recommend a minimum 
distance of 12 inches. The best rule is the farther back, the better!  
 
The importance of shoulder belts 
All occupants who are not using a child restraint with a built-in harness should wear snug, 
properly positioned shoulder belts to keep them away from the steering wheel, vehicle interior, 
or a rapidly moving, not-yet-inflated air bag. In a crash, a passenger wearing only a lap belt will 
fold forward, possibly suffering severe injuries to the head, abdomen, or spine. 
 
If no shoulder belt is available in the back seat, putting an older child in the front seat instead of 
the back could make a shoulder belt available for added protection. Lap and shoulder belts are 
almost twice as effective as lap-only belts. Passenger cars made since September 1989 have at 
least two shoulder belts in the back; many newer cars have a center shoulder belt. 
 
Shoulder belt retrofit kits for rear outboard seats may be ordered for some vehicles made after 
1972.1  Stand-alone harnesses and safety seats with a harness are available from several 
manufacturers. Most of them need to be installed with a top tether strap.2 
 
How can you tell if the car has a frontal passenger air bag? 
Although there usually is lettering (“SRS” or “SIR,” for example) imprinted on the part of the 
dashboard where the air bag is stored, sometimes the only labeling is on the back of the sun 
visor. Other places to check if a car has a passenger air bag: the vehicle owner’s manual, a label 
on the safety belt, a deep groove (like a rounded rectangle) in the appropriate part of the 
dashboard, a label on the inside of the door frame. The labeling issue is particularly important in 
the case of rental cars, all of which are equipped with dual air bags, since people usually do not 
stop to read the owner’s manual when they use a car for just a few days. Newer vehicles have 
improved warning labels; however, some air bag compartments are hard to recognize because 
there is no visible outline or groove in the dashboard. 
 
Side air bags 
There is no evidence that properly restrained children are at risk from side air bags, many of 
which are “curtains” that drop down. According to Insurance Institute for Highway Safety, “Side 
air bags that include head protection are reducing deaths about 45% among drivers of passenger 
cars struck on the near (driver) side.”  
 

 

SafetyBeltSafe U.S.A.    P.O. Box 553, Altadena, CA 91003    www.carseat.org 
310/222-6860, 800/745-SAFE (English)    310/222-6862, 800/747-SANO (Spanish) 

This document was developed by SafetyBeltSafe U.S.A. and may be reproduced in its entirety. 
Important: Call to check if there is a more recent version before reproducing this document.  

                                                 
1  Refer to Retrofitting Shoulder Belts in Pre-1990/92 Vehicles with Only Lap Belts in the Back Seat (#640) 
available from SafetyBeltSafe U.S.A. 
2  Refer to How to Choose a Booster Seat for Your Child (#627), available from SafetyBeltSafe U.S.A., for a list of 
special products. 
 


