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USAA in the 80s: The Air Bag Crusade
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} : » Auto executives had persuaded the Nixon
administration, back in 1971, to quash pending
regulations requiring air bags in cars

o USAA CEO McDermott believed that air bags possessed
a “realistic chance to save thousands of lives and
prevent hundreds of thousands of injuries every year"

e USAA launched a multiyear marketing and education
campaign with data on air bag safety and offered $300
bonuses — plus up to 60% discounts — to members
who bought air bag-equipped vehicles
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Safety push was motivated by principle rather than profit

By the summer of 1982, USAA CEO Gen. Robert F. McDermott had heard the arguments about why
American consumers were not being given the option to buy cars equipped with air bags. Skeptics,
both in the auto industry and the U.S. government, maintained that air bags discouraged drivers from
buckling up and could cause more harm than good.

Add the economic burdens of manufacturing these passive restraints — too expensive and difficult to
produce at mass scale — and it was clear to critics that investments in air bag tech weren't smart.

Speaking before the Rotary Club of San Antonio on June 9, 1982, McDermott made a prediction: Issues
of car safety, he asserted, would soon become a major selling point for American consumers, as
integral to car buying as color and design.

Given that auto executives had persuaded the Nixon administration, back in 1971, to quash pending
regulations requiring air bags in cars, he believed it was instead the responsibility of socially conscious
American businesses to support seat belts and promote air bag usage.

While it was true that increased air bag usage was likely to reduce the cost of member claims,
McDermott had analyzed enough studies to assert, in his Rotary Club speech, that air bags possessed a
“realistic chance to save thousands of lives and prevent hundreds of thousands of injuries every year."
To prove that this safety push was motivated by principle rather than profit, he promised to pass along
policy rate reductions to members who purchased cars with air bags.

USAA was more than willing to spearhead the charge. If it chose to lead, others might
follow.

Then in 1983, shortly after USAA replaced its own 150-automobile fleet with air bag-equipped cars, an
unexpected announcement arrived. The Supreme Court unanimously ruled that a previous decision to
overturn federal air bag requirements had been unlawful.

McDermott saw this as an opportunity and sprang into action. He launched a multiyear marketing and
education campaign. He printed reports and brochures, each offering stats, graphs and data on air bag
safety. He offered $300 bonuses — plus up to 60% discounts — to members who bought air bag-
equipped vehicles. Then in 1988, USAA captured the media's attention by sponsoring a nationwide
sales contest with Ford and Oldsmobile to award sales representatives with prizes for selling cars with
air bags.

Thanks to our public stance on the issue, air bag supporters regularly shared touching stories with the
company. One such tale proved so moving that we built an entire 1988 newspaper ad campaign around
it.

The ad told the story of a woman named Mary, whose life was saved by the deployment of an air bag
after an accident. Upon leaving the wreckage, she turned back to see a gentle lipstick outline left on
her air bag, an imprint that we called “the Kiss of Life."”

These efforts led then-U.S. Secretary of Transportation Jim Burnley to say that USAA was setting the
standard for the insurance industry when it came to air bags. That same year, Chrysler CEO Lee
lacocca, once an air bag skeptic, declared that his company would make air bags standard on all new
cars by 1990.

Although mounting regulatory pressures impacted the decision, lacocca also pointed to new research
showing that buyers now preferred air bags over other safety technologies, like motorized seat belts —
validating McDermott's prediction.

For the rest of his life, McDermott would take great pride in our principled stand in the face of
adversity. “They say,” he once noted, “that 10% of the people accomplish 90% of what gets
accomplished. It's not bad to be in that 10%."
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So proud to be with a company that has a history of safety over profit.
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Thank you for sharing this important bit of history, really enjoyed learning about this.
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Wow! What an amazing story! Tremendous impact and testament to the power of persistence and integrity.
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