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Automakers are taking other proactive measures as 

well. One of the most noteworthy announcements at 

this year’s North American International Auto Show in 

Detroit was an agreement between 17 automakers and 

the Department of Transportation to work together so 

that safety-related issues can be quickly identified and 

resolved before the public is endangered.

This agreement followed a December meeting in 

Chicago called by NHTSA in which regulators and 

automakers discussed improving safety culture, 

boosting recall completion rates, cyber security, 

and making changes to early warning data-reporting 

systems, according to Reuters. 

It remains to be seen how this new spirit of 

cooperation between automakers and regulators will 

play out in 2016 and beyond. After all, the OEMs 

are not the only ones who are trying to burnish 

their reputations. NHTSA, which was criticized for 

the way it mishandled major safety issues such as 

the GM ignition switch, is also looking to rebuild its 

relationship with Congress. 
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Owners of newer cars head to their dealerships for regular 

service and repairs covered under warranty, as well as for 

free oil changes and other maintenance programs.

Defects can often surface quickly in newer models, 

and there is a significant incentive for manufacturers 

to find them. OEMs would much rather conduct a recall 

when a car is newer because of the frequency of the 

touchpoints between the dealership and the owner. 

In addition, recall costs can often be more easily 

contained when the problem is diagnosed earlier and 

repaired earlier.

Completion rates drop as a vehicle ages. This is due to 

a variety of reasons:

›› The value of the car is declining

›› The owner of the car is less likely to be the person 

who originally bought the car, and may even be the 

car’s third or fourth owner

›› The car may have other, more pressing repair-

related issues 

›› The owner doesn’t have a relationship with and/or 

doesn’t live near a dealership

It’s less common for a recall to include cars 5 years 

old or more: Under 10 percent of recalls focus on 

this age group. But they are tough nuts to crack. 

For years, automakers weren’t expected to focus on 

completion rates for these models, but the landscape 

has changed. The GM ignition switch and Takata 

airbag recalls helped shine the spotlight on this 

issue because of the significant number of older cars 

affected by these recall events.

Addressing the completion rate shortfall is one of the 

most difficult challenges for the industry right now.

The way NHTSA sees it, automakers have developed 

groundbreaking technology to improve fuel economy 

and performance and have incorporated countless 

other advancements into the vehicles they’ve built.   

So why can’t they fix this?

WHY PERSONALIZATION IS PART OF THE SOLUTION

For more insight into why some recalls are more 

successful than others, we examined how automakers 

communicate with their customers.

Increasing completion rates is not just a matter of 

improving notification and awareness – it requires 

overcoming myriad other complications with the current 

vehicle owners who are likely not the original owners.

Typically, automakers would send a series of letters 

to vehicle owners: the first within 60 days of a recall 

notification, followed by second and third letters, if needed, 

in succeeding months. This was an accepted protocol. 

Now, some manufacturers are using social media, 

advertisements and other methods to draw owners 

into dealerships to fix the defective parts. But 

completion rates are still falling short.

SRR reviewed the actual 577 owner notification letters 

for 1,444 recalls, and collected a standardized set 

of 32 data points from each letter detailing specific 

characteristics of the communication between OEMs 

and vehicle owners. SRR cross-referenced this data 

with NHTSA recall and quarterly completion rate data to 

identify relationships between 577 owner notification 

letter characteristics and recall completion rates.

5 years
Automobiles this old or 
older are less likely to be 
repaired in recalls
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Just in the last year:

›› Security experts identified a vulnerability that 

would allow a hacker to remotely control the 

entertainment system in a 2015 Jeep Cherokee, 

giving them access to various electronic control 

units in the vehicle. In response, FCA recalled 

1.4 million vehicles equipped with 2013–2015 

UConnect head unit systems.

›› Jaguar Land Rover recalled approximately 65,000 

Range Rover sport utility vehicles after discovering 

that a keyless entry software glitch caused some of 

the vehicles’ doors to fly open unexpectedly, which 

could distract drivers or cause a crash.

›› Nissan disabled the NissanConnect app that allowed 

Leaf owners to control the vehicle’s climate system, 

after a security expert identified a vulnerability that 

could allow hackers to access the Leaf’s temperature 

control and download its driving log.

›› Volvo Car Group recalled 59,000 cars after some 

owners experienced their engines stopping and 

restarting while they were driving. Dealerships were 

asked to correct the software fault, which had not 

led to any accidents.

Software components have become increasingly 

crucial as vehicles become more technologically 

advanced. For example, according to Wired magazine, 

the Chevrolet Volt relies on 10 million lines of code in 

its operation, about 2 million more than required to 

operate an F-35 fighter jet.

SOFTWARE-RELATED RECALL TRENDS

SRR examined recalls of software-related components 

and found that they have dramatically increased in the 

last few years. 

To classify a recall as a software component recall, 

SRR searched the “Defect Summary” and “Corrective 

Action” fields of NHTSA’s Recall flat file for the term 

“software.” SRR’s inquiry captured descriptions of 

software-related defects identified specifically as such, 

as well as defects that were to be fixed by updating or 

changing a vehicle’s software.

Since the end of 2012, there has been a marked 

increase in recall activity due to software issues. 

For the primary light vehicle makes and models we 

studied, 32 unique software-related recalls affected 

about 3.6 million vehicles from 2005 – 2012. However, 

in a much shorter time period from the end of 2012 

to June 2015, there were 63 software-related recalls 

affecting 6.4 million more vehicles. 63 Number of software-related recalls 
from late 2012 to June 2015









26

NHTSA has added several component categories 

for EWR reporting, including forward collision 

avoidance and automatic brake controls. According 

to the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS), 

autonomous collision avoidance technology is being 

offered by as many as 22 OEMs as of January 2016.

In 2015, three new software-related categories 

reported data for the first time:

›› Automatic Braking, listed on 21 EWR reports, 

resulting in 26 injuries and 1 fatality

›› Electronic Stability, listed on 6 EWR reports, 

resulting in 7 injuries and 1 fatality

›› Forward Collision Avoidance, listed in 1 EWR report, 

resulting in 1 injury and no fatalities

It’s clear that NHTSA is focusing its attention on this 

area, and it’s worth watching to see how OEMs and  

the agency respond.

WHEN SAFETY AND TECHNOLOGY COLLIDE

Technology is a differentiator when vehicles go to 

market, often allowing automakers to charge more 

for increased connectivity, convenience and, in some 

cases, safety. However, the intense pressure to get 

vehicles with the latest technologies to market can 

affect the relationship between OEMs and suppliers—

particularly if an automaker wants to move forward 

before a supplier believes software in a component 

has been fully tested.

The most publicized technological advancement in the 

auto industry has been the development of partially or 

fully autonomous vehicles that are designed to prevent 

accidents and injuries and death. Interestingly, NHTSA 

has said the artificial intelligence system piloting a 

self-driving Google car could be considered the driver 

under federal law, according to Reuters. The legal 

ramifications of this decision for OEMs and suppliers 

remains to be seen. 

Connected vehicles also have received significant 

interest, primarily because drivers can do a number 

of things they never thought possible with Wi-Fi 

streaming. In addition, Wi-Fi could allow OEMs to make 

remote over-the-air (OTA) software updates.

Already Tesla has delivered software reports to its 

Model S cars, allowing owners to download updates via 

a cellular connection or Wi-Fi. Tesla has joined others 

– including BMW, VW, Hyundai and Ford – that have 

started to, or soon will, update navigation maps via OTA. 

A report released last year from IHS Automotive predicted 

that over-the-air (OTA) software updates will soon be 

“a big boon for the automotive industry due to their 

capacity to reduce warranty costs, potentially increase 

overall completion rates for software-related recalls,” and 

eliminate trips to the dealership, among other pluses.

The report estimated that worldwide OEM cost savings 

from OTA software updates would grow to $35 billion 

in 2022, “with telematics and infotainment system 

updates comprising most of the savings.”

In addition, an OTA solution to recall repairs could 

dramatically increase completion rates as well as keep 

OEMs better connected with customers throughout 

their ownership of the vehicle.

35
In billions, the estimated cost of 
savings for automakers for over-the-air 
software updates in 2022






























