Ford/Firestone Recall Case

1)
Essentially, the major problem was a communication/information problem between Ford, Firestone, the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration (NHTSA), the Department of Transportation’s Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS), and many other investigative and regulatory bodies.

Ford and Firestone had plenty of information in their respective databases. But, neither was able to effectively make sense of the data at hand, and during the tire recall crisis, Ford’s vehicle databases and Firestone’s tire databases were not integrated.  Ford CEO, Jacques Nasser, said that tires were warranted separately than brakes and transmissions.  Hence, Firestone and Goodyear kept the tire data and Ford kept the vehicle data.  Most importantly, there was no data warehouse that centralized all the relevant information.  This presents an obvious problem because accidents occur for many reasons, and rarely does an accident occur simply and only because of one tire or a set of brakes.  Without a central data warehouse, Ford, Firestone, and all other interested parties were not able to detect the larger trends (regarding the interaction between Firestone’s ATX, ATX II, and Wilderness tires, the Ford Explorer, the temperature and weather, the speed vehicles were traveling, the age of the tires, the factory the tire was manufactured in and date of manufacture).

Data management and information management could have prevented the tire recall crisis.  It certainly would have been difficult and expensive to integrate the relevant databases, to maintain them, and to employ knowledge workers to mine a data warehouse.  But, for Ford and Firestone at least, the project would have paid for itself in the cost of the recall alone (not to mention the loss in good will, future business, and legal fees).  

2)
Accident and death trends were difficult to spot because fatal traffic accidents are very common, and because there was widespread disintegration among the various tire, vehicle, and traffic accident databases.  Of course, Ford and Firestone were also trying to protect their reputation, and therefore were slow to disclose relevant information.  If at all possible, Ford and Firestone would have liked to avoid the product recall. 

There was also a substantial time lag between each organization’s data collection period and when the numerous organizations finally exchanged the data (as relevant information).  For example, the NHTSA learned of the Ford/Firestone foreign recalls until May of 2000.  The recall occurred in August 1999.  Meanwhile, several very telling Ford and Firestone memo’s remained confidential in order to protect the companies’ image. 


The NHTSA investigation – only begun after the agency received data on 34 crashes and 24 injuries or deaths – was slow to draw any conclusions.  US Congress opened its hearings after the NHTSA received over 750 complaints and links to 62 deaths!  Furthermore, at Firestone, the damage claims database was in its American headquarters in Nashville, but its warranty adjustments was in Firestone’s former headquarters in Akron, Ohio.  


FARS did detect a trend involving Ford Explorers and fatal accidents in September 2000, but “Ford and Firestone had not detected such a pattern… and the NHTSA said they had looked in a variety of databases without finding the tire flaw problem.”


So, there was clearly a problem detecting a trend to begin with.  And, the numerous regulatory bodies were slow to initiate their investigations (much less complete them).  Who was responsible for investigating the possible link between the tires, SUV make, and other traffic variables?  Ford and Firestone clearly have a vested interest, but who else looks out for the immediate safety of drivers?  After a trend was detected, the numerous databases and sources disagreed, and the public was left will little conclusive evidence.    

3)
The different databases are, for the most part, mentioned above.  Ford kept vehicle info and Firestone kept tire info.  These databases stored manufacturing info (which plant, date of manufacture), and warranty info (are tires’ warranties applied?).  This data was likely used for forecasting, to cost items, and improve operations.  The FARS databases are ‘tools available to the government to independently track defects that cause fatal accidents.”  These databases have sufficient data over an extended period of time.  But, New York Times investigators had the luxury of hind site when they used FARS to find the tire-and-Explorer related trend; the Times admitted that “without having a clear idea of what one is looking for, it (is) much harder to find the problem.”  In other words, FARS, really, is only useful after investigators already know exactly what to look for.


The Department of Transportation databases track defects that contribute to fatal accidents, and they contain data on 40,000 fatalities per year.  But, “they no longer contain anecdotal evidence from garages and body shops because they no longer have the funding to gather this information.  They only have information on vehicle type, not the type of tire, involved in the fatality.”

Safety experts admit that very little data is collected on non-fatal accidents (which are 6-8 times more likely), and no data is collected on accidents resulting in property damage.  The New York Times investigation concluded that if more data were collected “trends could be obvious sooner.”


So, the proper and relevant data is not collected and centralized because of the obvious costs involved, and because of the massive communication system it would involve.  Local body shops and garages would have to collect and relay all relevant information; the government would have to communicate with Ford and Firestone.  Most importantly, someone would have to then organize, maintain, and monitor the data. 

4)
How many accidents have occurred (by type: fatal, personal injury, property damage) involving specific combinations of tires and car makes?  Knowledge workers should subdivide the data by the speed of the vehicle during the accident, by what temperature it was outside (simply a matter of the investigating the location, date, and time of the accident), and by how many miles the driver had been on the trip before the accident occurred.  How many miles did the tires have on them already?  Where they properly rotated every so-many miles by a certified garage?  What is the vehicle’s shop and service history?  How many miles did the vehicle have on it? What is the drivers driving history?


Some of these questions may not have been asked because investigators did not think that they were relevant, but some may not have been asked because investigators did not know where to find the answers, or if they were available at all.      

