
 
 

Volvo Cars’ Greatest Detectives 

Operating in the name of safety, the Accident Research Team is out in the field whenever 

needed – day and night, all year round. Helped by their hard work and research, Volvo Cars 

makes sure that a traffic accident can lead to something good: even safer cars. 

Whether they wear a cape or smoke a pipe, the most famous detectives in literature all do 

it. One of them, a certain moustachioed and meticulous Belgian, would call it "order and 

method." When something sinister has occurred, they visualise the situation in order to find 

the solution. Volvo Cars’ own Accident Research Team works in the same way to make 

sure that the company learns from accidents involving Volvos. When they map out 

accidents, they try to describe the whole sequence of events in as detailed a way as 

possible. 

The team is constantly on call, and whenever an accident involving a Volvo occurs in the 

Gothenburg area, they quickly get to the scene to document it and figure out what has 

happened. Then the work continues back at the office: police reports are requested, the 

driver is contacted and the car is examined. How forceful was the impact? Did the active 

safety systems intervene? A questionnaire with around 200 questions is sent out to get a 

sense of how the driver experienced the accident. What was the weather like? What was 

the time? In what condition were the road markings? 

Finally, the people involved in the accident are asked to share their medical records, which 

allows the team to take note of any injuries sustained. These can later be analysed by 

doctors and biomechanics. 

"In many aspects, we work in the same way as when the team was formed in 1970," says 

Håkan Gustafson, who has been part of the team for 15 years. "We collect data, analyse it 

and try to learn from traffic accidents. This is where we see the real outcome of our safety 

work, and it's different from the lab. The knowledge is shared with the technical 

departments, who can implement new solutions in upcoming car projects." 

In a sense, the data collection process mirrors how the car handles potentially risky 

situations and accidents. During a normal drive, the car helps the driver to keep a safe 

distance to cars in front, while checking for cars coming from behind via the blind spot 

sensor. If a conflict is near, the car warns the driver. If the driver doesn't intervene, the car 

will. And if braking or steering away isn't enough, the car's passive safety will mitigate the 

consequences of a crash – through airbags, seatbelts and safety cage. After that, the Volvo 

on Call feature makes sure to contact emergency services. 

By figuring out and analysing what has happened during each of those steps, the Accident 

Research team can provide relevant information on what needs to be improved. 

"It is important that the accidents are thoroughly analysed, and that the knowledge is 

shared with the entire organisation," says Anna Claesson, responsible for active safety in 

Accident Research Team. "We also try to identify things that we can't solve today – we're 

constantly trying to be at the forefront of both passive and active safety." 

 



 
 

Every year, the team investigates around 30-50 accidents in person – but accidents 

happen all over Sweden. In those cases the detective work can be even trickier, since you 

have to trace backwards in order to map out the accident. On top of that, the team uses 

hundreds of cases reported every month by Swedish insurance company Volvia as a 

statistical basis. And the trend is clear. 

"The risk for serious injuries has decreased drastically the past few years," says Håkan. "I 

would say we're pretty close to the Vision 2020 by now. Sure, accidents still happen, but 

the consequences are much milder now. In the few cases where we see serious injuries, 

the reason is usually a very high speed." 

Most of the accidents that the team investigates in person are usually not that dramatic, 

says Håkan, but it can still be intense from time to time. 

"There are accidents that have affected me. And you shouldn't forget that even the smallest 

of accidents can have an impact on people," says Håkan. 

"That was one of the things I thought about a lot before I decided to join the team," says 

Anna, who just recently joined. "I asked myself if I could handle the mental stress. I felt that 

I could, because we help to make our cars better. It gives you a huge sense of pride to see a 

person walk away unharmed from an accident. We are proud to work at a company that 

saves lives." 

Background – Volvo Cars Traffic Accident Research Team 

In 1966, the company wanted to measure the effects of the three-point safety belt in 

traffic accidents. This was just a few years after Volvo engineer Nils Bohlin invented the 

safety belt and Volvo introduced it as standard in the front seats of all its models. For a 

year, all accidents involving Volvos were analysed, and the safety belt showed a massive 

50 per cent injury-reduction effect. This data-gathering project paved the way for the 

creation of the Accident Research Team in 1970. 

 

Since then, they’ve gathered information on approximately 44,000 accidents involving 

Volvos, and carried out thousands of in-depth analyses. This forms a valuable database 

that provides important safety input for the development of new cars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


