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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee: 

We appreciate the opportunity to be here today to d:iarcuss 

our report entitled "Changes To The Motor Vehicle.Recall Program 

Could Reduce Potential Safety Hazards@’ (GAO/CED-82-99, Aug. 24, 

1982). 
Each year the mot& vehicle industry and the Federal Govern- 

ment rpend millions of dollars on efforts to identify vehicles 

with rafety defects 80 that unrrafe vehicles can be recalled for 
correction and traffic-related accident& can be reduced; When 

lengthy investigations prevent safety defects from being ,promptly 

identified and corrected, owners continue to drive potedtially 
dangerourr Vehicl,e8. Moreover, when owners fail to respdnd'to 



recall notification letters and do not have their safety defects 

corrected, the efforts spent identifying those defects have been 

partially in vain. 
From 1966,,when the Congress enacted the National: Traffic 

and Motor Vehicle Safety Act, through December 1981, mbnufacturers 

Initiated nearly 3,800 recalls because of safety defects. Those 

recalls affected 128 million motor vehicles, related replacement 

items, and tires. Unfortunately, only.50 percent of the owners 

notified of the recall8 took their vehicle8 in for inspection 

and/or correction. 

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 

is authorized under the act to perform tests, Inspections, and 

invertigations to identify safety-related defects in motor 

Vehicle8 and motor vehicle equipment. NHTSA’ 8 involvebent in 

defects investigations reportedly played a decisive role in the 

initiation of 15 to 20 percent of the 3,800 recalls, yet those 

NHTSA-involved recalls accounted for about 50 to 70 percent of 

the total motor vehicies recalled. 

Statistic8 show that it often takes years to investigate 

a potential 8afety defect before a recall’ is initiated. More- 
over, a NHTSA-funded study indicate8 that manufacturers’ records 

on owners become more obsolete for older vehicles; so the 

longer it takes to recall, the lesa owners respond. For these 
rearronr, we reviewed NHTSA’a motor vehicle recall program in late 

I 
1981 to determine if (1) NHTSA could improve its timel+ness in 

identifying safety defects and (2) the number of owners respond- 

ing to recalls could be increased. 
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* We addressed the timeliness issue by examining ?JE!$3A*‘s’ 

rrafety defect investigation process bng appeesing whqt&r the 
NHTSA offices responsible for variouls segments of the Gnveati- 

gations coordinated their work in a manner to avoid deqayr. 

We addressed the low owner response issue by having a 

consultant, Dr. John J. Campbell, a reading and communication 

specialist at Howard University’s School of Education, analyze 

the readability of the manufacturers’ recall letters. We also 

had Dr. Campbell revise a recall letter to make it easier to 

understand. Further, we reviewed research on followup tech- 

niques which we believed would be useful in recalls .to improve 

owner response rates. 

We did not contact vehicle owners to determine other 

reason8 why they did not respond to the recalls, because NHTSA 

had already conducted a study which indicated that many owners 

do not perceive the defect as a problem or do not believe the 

recall is important. .However, these reasons helped to reinforce 

our opinion that recall letters may be too difficult to understand. 

NHTSA' s lengthy investiqation process 
could be improved 

Under NHTSA’s investigation process, it8 Office of Chief 

Counsel must concur with its Office of Defects Investigation’s 
recommendations before a formal investigation can be closed 

without a recall, or before court action can be initiated 

against a manufacturer to force a recall. Our review showed . 
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that many investigations remained iir limbo for months awaiting 

the requited “Off ice of Chief Counsel concurrence. 

In November 1981, we analyzed 20 of NHTSA’s formal inves- 
‘* 

tigation case8 , which represented the total open cases in the 

Office of Defect8 Investigation at that time. We found that 

11 of the cases had been tcan8fetXed to the Office of Chief 

Counsel and were there from 1 to 41 months (average time was 

about 14 months): Office of Chief Counsel decisions were still 

pending in eight of those cases. The remaining three cases had 

already resulted in recalls and the Office of Chief Counsel 
only needed to review the files to d&ermine if any confidential 

information should be withheld from the public file. 
0 By July 1982 the Office of Chief Counsel had closed six 

of the eight cases. None of the closed cases resulted in defect 

determinations, although NHTSA’ 8 Off ice of Defects Invesbigation ’ 

had recommended that such action be taken when it transfbrred 

three of the cases to the Office of Chief Counsel 11 to 19 months 

earlier . 

A8 a result of untimely delay8, we found that inforbation 

to support some case findings often needed to be updated!. Offi- 

cials from the two offices indicated to us that better doordina- 

‘tion of efforts and better communication of information iwas 

needed before NHTSA’s investigation process could be ImDroved. 

We recommended that the Secretary of Transportation in- 

8truct the Administrator, NHTSA, to take corrective action to 

speed up the defect investigation process by reducing delays 

caused by the Office of Chief Counsel’s review. Among other 
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things, we recommended that the NHTSA Administrator look at 

how specific review time frames could be established. 

The Department of Transportation responded that our report 

made it clear that NHTSA' 8 originally established system for 

reviewing the Office of ,Defects Investigation’s recommendations 

had not always been accorded sufficient priority. As a result 

of our report, NHTSA'8 Chief Counsel instructed his Assistant 
Chief Counsel for Litigation to ensure that a written analysis 

of each recommendation be drafted within 14 days of its receipt, 

except in cases of unusual complexity or where ‘urgent litiga- 
tion matters take priority.’ 

Recall letters and,~followu~ methods 

A8, I mentioned earlier, only about 50 percent of all 

owners responded to recall letters by taking their recalled * 

vehicles to dealers to be corrected. We believe that the reason 

why some owners d1dxV.t respond is because the recall Utters 

used to inform them about the defects were too difficult to 

understand. 

Mout U.S. adults read at or below the 11th grade bevel. 

In our analysis of 11 recall letters, our consultant fbund 

that nearly all of them were written at the college r q ading level. 
Rowever, by simplifyinq the wording of the letters and 

rederiqninq the format to highlight certain messages, /we were 
able to reduce the reading level of those letters substantially. 

It should be noted that some of the most widely riead 

publication8 are written at the 11th grade level or less. Pot 
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e x a m p le, Tim e  m a g a z ine  is wri t ten a t th e  1 1 th  g r a d e  level,  a n d  

R e a d e r ’s D iger t a n d  S p o r ts Illus tra te d  a t th e  9 th  g r a d e  level.  

O u r consu l ta n t r ep laced  u n fa m ilia r  words  a n d  phrases  w ith  

m o r e  fa m ilia r  o n e 8  , u s e d  shor te r  m o r e  logical  sen te n c e a , ‘a n d  

e lim ina te d  use lesr  ph rases  th a t h id  th e  sen te n c e ’s m e a n ing . 

Fu r the r , h e  reo rgan i zed  th e  letter 8 0  th a t th e  pors ib l’a  resul t -  
. 

a  c rash- -came first. H e  a lso  h igh l igh ted key w o r d 8  a n d  ph rases  

by  under l in ing  th e m  a n d  us ing  cap i ta l letters. S ide  cap tions , 
n o t u s e d  in  th e  or ig ina l  recal l  letters, a p p e a r e d  as  q u e s tions , 

such  as:  

W H A T  IS  T H E  D E F E C T ?  

W H A T  C O U L D  H A P P E N ?  

W H A T  S H O U L D  Y O U  D O ?  

W H A T  IF Y O U  H A V E  P R O B L E M S ?  
Those  q u e s tio n 8  e n c o u r a g e  reade rs  to  seek  answers  by  read ing  
fu r the r . 

W e  a lso b e lieve  th a t pos tca rds  sen t shor tly a fte r  th e  

init ial recal l  letters to  r em ind  owne rs  they  n e e d  to  g e t, th e ir 
veh io les  cor rec ted cou ld  inc rease  o w n e r  response . T h e  rem inde r  

pos tca rd  techn ique  hb r’g r e a tly imp roved  response  ra tes  fb r  

survey research  q u e s tio n n a ires. 

W e  r e c o m m e n d e d  th a t th e  Sec re tary  o f T ranspo r ta tio n ; in-  

rtruc t th e  A d m inistrator, N H T S A , to  work  w ith  m o tor  veh ib le  

m a n u fac tu re r8  to  (1)  c h a n g e  th e  wo rd ing  a n d  fo r m a t in  a  kecal l  

letter to  lower  its r ead ing  level  a n d  tes t th e  rev ised lbtter 

in  a n  ac tua l  recal l  to  d e te rm ine  its e ffec tiveness  in  improv ing  
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owner rerponse rates , and (2) te8t various reminder techniques 

in actual recalls to determine whether they increase response 

rate8 and are coat effective. 
. 

In its comment8 to our recommendations, the Department of 
Transportation stated that ‘it supported all reasonable! efforts 

to increase such rates. Further, the Department stateb it would 

gladly cooperat; in efforts to simplify and clarify the language 

of the recall letters and it plans to study these particular 

suggestions further. Two vehicle manufacturers we contacted 

expressed their willinqness to test simplified recall letters 

in actual recalls. 

This ends my prepared statement. We will be glad to respond 

to your questions. 
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