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Nils Bohlin to be Inducted into National Inventors Hall of Fame for 

Inventing the 3-point Safety Belt

Volvo’s First Safety Engineer Saved Countless Lives and Advocated Seatbelt Safety

.

Palo Alto, Calif., May 16, 2002 – It wasn’t the Crash Test Dummies who convinced a skeptical American public that the 3-point lap/shoulder safety belt was the safest way to go in automobiles.  It was a video of a “crash cart” with an egg strapped in that made the case to the U. S. Consumer Product Safety Commission for Nils Bohlin, safety engineer for Volvo in Gottenberg, Sweden.  For Bohlin knew when he came to America in 1968 to present his work that creating acceptance for his belt and, more importantly, for wearing it was as important as the design for the device itself.

It was announced today in a ceremony at Hewlett-Packard Company that Nils Bohlin, inventor of the 3-point safety belt, is one of this year’s inductees into the National Inventors Hall of Fame.  Hewlett-Packard Company is the leading corporate sponsor of the National Inventors Hall of Fame. The U.S. patent for the invention was assigned in 1962 to Volvo, the automotive company that hired Bohlin as their first safety engineer.  

Ten years before the egg cart demonstration, in 1958, Bohlin was recruited to Volvo by its then-president, Gunnar Engellau, with a mandate to make safety a principle selling point in the 

company’s cars.  Coming from the aerospace industry, Bohlin had seen the stresses that a human body undergoes in high-speed crash situations, and he understood the limitations of restraint devices, particularly those that were cumbersome, uncomfortable and difficult to use.  Following
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a year of extensive testing and re-engineering, his breakthrough came with the realization that both the upper and the lower body must be held securely in place with one strap across the chest and one across the hips, with the joint for the two belts located just next to the occupant’s hip.  It was an elegant solution, so simple that a person could buckle-up with just one hand and be comfortable in the process. 

Simple though it was, it took nearly a decade from the time Volvo sent Bohlin to America to make his case to the Consumer Products Safety Commission until the three-point belt was widely adopted in North America.  Initially they were standard equipment only for the front seats, but they have since been installed in the rear seats as well.  

“In a way, my design works as much because the belt is comfortable for the user as it does because it is safer,” Bohlin said.  “The pilots I worked with in the aerospace industry were willing to put on almost anything to keep them safe in case of a crash, but regular people in cars don’t want to be uncomfortable even for a minute.  Without consumer acceptance, no car company or government agency can mandate that you buckle-up.”

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) estimated that for the year 2000, safety belt usage in the U.S. reached 85%, preventing 102,158 injuries, saving 4,194 lives and $6.7 billion—and that is just in the U.S.  Also according to the NHTSA, lap and shoulder belts reduce the risk of fatality in a car crash by 45-60 percent, and reduce the risk of serious injury by 50-65 percent. 

Bohlin's work in the U.S. also was instrumental in the development of seatbelt safety laws.  Today, 49 states have laws mandating seatbelt use.  

Many improvements have been made in automotive safety over the years, and each manufacturer has its own unique way of styling safety into the overall design of the car.  But, worldwide, the Bohlin-type belt, patented in 1962, is standard equipment on virtually every new vehicle.  

“My greatest pleasure comes when I meet people who tell me that a seat belt saved their life or the life of a loved one.” Bohlin said.  “Many inventions make life better for people.  I have been fortunate to work in the area of safety engineering, where innovation doesn’t just improve our lives; it actually can save lives.  I feel truly fortunate to be inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame.”

Nils Bohlin has had a long and distinguished career in safety engineering in both the aerospace and automotive industries.  His accomplishments have earned him awards and honors around the world, including his patent being selected as one of eight which have had the greatest importance to mankind in the last century by the Patent Office of West Germany.  He has been elected into the International Safety and Health Hall of Fame and the Automotive Hall of Fame, both in the U. S., and, in 1995, he received a Gold Medal from the Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences. 

Mr. Bohlin is retired and lives in Ramfall, Sweden where he enjoys his garden and remains active as a safety advocate. 

The not-for-profit National Inventors Hall of Fame® is the premier organization in America dedicated to honoring and fostering creativity and invention, each year inducting a new class of inventors in recognition of their patented inventions that make human, social and economic progress possible. Founded in 1973 by the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office and the National Council of Intellectual Property Law Associations, the Hall's permanent home is Akron, Ohio, and serves as both a museum and an educational programming resource.  For more information or to nominate an inventor, go to www.invent.org.  

HP's sponsorship of the National Inventors Hall of Fame is part of the company's Invent Sponsorship program, which celebrates the significant impact of technological invention on people's lives by supporting creative and pioneering organizations around the world.  More information on HP's sponsorship programs can be found at: 

http://www.hp.com/hpinfo/abouthp/sponsorships.
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