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What’s the 

damage?

In Thatcham’s new 

bumper test, the 

Suzuki Swift was 

rated as the worst 

performer in the 

front test. With the 

highest repair cost 

of nearly £2,300 

the car only achieved 

a ‘Poor’ rating. This was due to the 

bumper beam being too fl imsy and 

small, causing expensive damage not 

only to the bumper itself, but also to 

the grille, wings, bonnet, radiator and 

headlights. At the rear, the Suzuki Swift 

also received a ‘Poor’ rating, due to 

costly damage to the bumper, tailgate, 

fog light, and boot fl oor, amounting to 

another repair cost of nearly £2,300. 

The bumper systems on the front and 

You might think that your bumper is 

designed to protect your car from 

damage during low speed collisions. 

However, Thatcham’s latest test results 

show that bumpers are failing to 

protect cars from costly minor damage. 

Such collisions account for 85% of all 

crashes.

rear of this car are clearly not able 

to fulfi l the function of protecting 

expensive components.

Many bumpers 
don’t bump

Typical low speed shunts occur in 

traffi c queues or at junctions. At such 

slow speeds, often less than 10 m.p.h, 

serious injuries are thankfully rare and 

the most common complaint is a few 

days of neck stiffness. 

But what about your car? You expect 

your car to be protected by its bumper 

system. However, in reality, most 

bumpers fail to absorb the energy of a 

minor crash.

Many bumper systems do not protect 

the rest of the car from damage 

because they are too weak, poorly 

aligned, too small or in some cases, not 

there at all. 

 

This is a common scenario and is 

often seen at the side of the road. 

One vehicle has run into the back of 

another but due to heavy braking, the 

bumpers slipped off one another. The 

front of the impacting car’s bonnet is 

folded, its lights are smashed and it is 

often undriveable. However, the bumper 

appears to be largely undamaged. 

The problem is that even where 

bumpers initially appear to engage 

during a crash, they often slip off one 

another. This is due to poor alignment 

of the beam structure or a very curved 

cover that promotes instability. 

This leads to a problem called 

‘underride’. 

Another issue is that many 

crashes involve a vehicle 

braking heavily before the 

crash. This leads to brake 

dive, the braking vehicle tipping 

forward on the front wheels. 

Research has shown that this pitching 

often moves a vehicle down by 5-

7cm whilst the rear of the vehicle lifts 

by a similar amount. Therefore, the 

misalignment is further exacerbated and 

there is less chance that your shallow 

bumper beam will engage a similarly 

shallow beam and avoid costly cosmetic 

damage. Finally, the high repair costs 

are also caused by high prices for 

some replacement parts used to fi x the 

damage after this type of accident. 

4x4s – Tough?

Most 4x4s have a much higher bumper, 

so in a crash they ‘override’ an ordinary 

car’s bumper, causing massive repair 

costs. But don’t think that 4x4s are 

undamaged in this scenario. Often in 

a low speed crash, their repair costs 

can be disproportionately high, due to 

the high cost of vulnerable mechanical 

components under the bumper. 

4x4’s often override smaller cars causing 

expensive damage to both

Suzuki Swift front £2,300: Top picture: with 

bumper cover in place. Bottom picture: cover 

removed to show bumper beam

Toyota Auris: Good Bumper beam 

protecting the front of the vehicle

Nissan Qashqai: Poor bumper 

system with no bumper beam at all

Underride and override

Real world underride crash

Bumper covers 
hide the problem

The large plastic component that most 

drivers think is their bumper, is, in 

reality, just a cover. The real bumper 

is a metallic beam structure hidden 

underneath. Good examples are 

normally 100mm high and have energy 

absorbers to dissipate the crash forces. 

However, some new bumper covers 

reveal beams only 20mm high or, in 

some cases, no beams at all.

No bumper beam

Good bumper beam


