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Consumers Union, the advocacy division of Consumer Reports,1 welcomes the 

opportunity to comment on the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s (NHTSA) 
collection of vehicle safety complaint information from consumers.2 We strongly support the 
agency’s intention to seek approval for renewal of the relevant information collection. The 
consumer complaint database, available at SaferCar.gov, plays an essential role in helping 
identify defects and ensure the safety of vehicles on U.S. roads. It is essential that consumers be 
able to file complaints unhindered to NHTSA, the federal watchdog charged with carrying out 
the public interest on auto-related defects. 
 

Consumer complaints are one of the most important data sources for NHTSA when 
considering or conducting defect investigations.3 Often, consumer complaints prompt the 
initiation of new investigations. For example, NHTSA’s investigation into unintended 
acceleration in Toyota vehicles began as a response to five consumer complaints regarding the 
2007 Lexus ES 350.4 Additionally, NHTSA’s 2014 investigation into faulty Takata airbags was 
spurred by three consumer complaints, which led to three more reports from industry.5 Other 
times, when it is determined that a defect investigation is warranted, NHTSA examines 
consumer complaints data and conducts detailed interviews with the consumers who submitted a 
report in order to more specifically identify a potential defect.6 Car owners and lessees are the 
first people who experience many safety issues, and their information can sometimes provide an 
earlier signal to the agency than automaker claims data can.7 Accordingly, NHTSA must have 
access to these complaints so that it can swiftly take necessary actions in response to potential 
safety-related defects. 

 
The complaint database also helps NHTSA to monitor safety-related business practices in 

the marketplace and to support its research and rulemaking activities. For example, in 2012, 
when NHTSA became aware of a problem involving the sale of counterfeit airbags as 
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replacement parts for vehicles that had been in a crash, it issued a consumer advisory and 
continued to protect consumers from harm by monitoring the consumer complaint database.8 

Also in 2012, NHTSA proposed a revision to the safety standard for accelerator control systems 
to address electronic throttle control failure and to require brake-throttle override systems. In 
preparing the rulemaking, NHTSA determined, “based on review of [unintended acceleration] 
complaints in the agency's [Vehicle Owner’s Questionnaire] data,” that it could “reconstruct how 
a pedal entrapment event might lead to a crash.”9 

 
In the past few years, the agency has sought to improve its use of the complaint database, 

and should continue this effort. Further recognizing the importance of the database to the agency, 
NHTSA proposed a rule in 2016 to require automakers to place a label inside new cars clearly 
describing how consumers can submit complaints to NHTSA, in order to increase and improve 
consumer use of the database.10 NHTSA also has been using a package of analytics software to 
help mine the text of consumer complaints for emerging hazards.11 The continued development 
of this capability should help the agency assess more complaints and get defective vehicles off 
the road faster. 
 
 Looking toward the future and building on the current approach for electronic stability 
control, NHTSA should expand the complaint report tool to include a way for consumers to 
report issues related to advanced driver assist systems. This would include features like forward 
collision warning and automatic emergency braking, lane-keeping assist, lane-departure warning, 
and adaptive cruise control. To get ahead of forthcoming technologies, the agency also should 
consider including ways to report issues with Level 3, 4, and 5 automated driving systems, as 
classified by SAE International. 
 

Consumer complaints are also essential for auto safety advocates and other groups that 
seek to complement NHTSA’s efforts by monitoring vehicle safety in the marketplace. 
Consumer Reports recently drew from the consumer complaint database in conducting our 
research into the issue of panoramic sunroofs spontaneously shattering. We highlighted our 
findings in a major story,12 which helped inform consumers about this potential safety hazard, as 
well as in follow-up pieces,13 and in letters urging automakers and the government to take 
action.14 Having access to the consumer complaint database can help Consumer Reports spot 
emerging hazards early, hopefully leading to timely corrective actions that prevent injuries or 
deaths. Similarly, other advocates, industry observers, and journalists rely on consumer 
complaints in researching safety issues in motor vehicles and equipment and relaying important 
information to consumers.15 For example, the Center for Auto Safety reviewed the consumer 
complaint database when petitioning NHTSA to conduct a defect investigation into an engine 
stalling issue with the 2017 Chrysler Pacifica, which appears to have led ultimately to a recall of 
more than 150,000 potentially dangerous vehicles.16 

 

Finally, the consumer complaint database allows consumers not only to report safety 
issues they encounter, but also to independently examine complaints when purchasing a car—
promoting more informed decisions.  
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Thank you for your consideration of our comments. Consumers Union looks forward to 
continuing to work with NHTSA to address emerging auto safety hazards and to keep all 
consumers safe on our roads. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

 
 

Jack Barnett 
Policy Research Assistant 
Consumers Union 
 
 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
1 Consumer Reports is an independent, nonprofit member organization that works side by side with consumers for 
truth, transparency, and fairness in the marketplace. We use our rigorous research, consumer insights, journalism, 
and policy expertise to inform purchase decisions, improve the products and services that businesses deliver, and 
drive regulatory and fair competitive practices. 
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www.consumerreports.org/cro/2012/12/how-to-write-a-car-safety-complaint-to-nhtsa/index.htm).   
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