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The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety is a nonprofit research and communications organization
that identifies ways to reduce deaths, injuries and property damage from crashes on our nation’s
roads. We are supported by auto insurers. Thank you for the opportunity to submit for the record
research findings about restraint use in the rear seat and its effect on injury risk, as well as the role
of primary enforcement of safety belt use laws in increasing belt use and reducing fatalities.
Rear seat restraint use and its effect on injury risk
In the event of a crash, the protection provided to occupants in the rear seat is different than the
protection available to occupants in the front. In particular, for rear occupants in frontal crashes, there
are no automatic restraints, such as airbags, that limit forward motion and reduce the crash energy
experienced. In the rear seat, occupant protection in frontal crashes relies solely on the vehicle safety
belt or an add-on child restraint, making it even more important that occupants buckle up.
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration conducts a national observational survey on
safety belt use each year among occupants 8 years and older. In that survey, observed restraint use
in the rear has improved over time, increasing from 47 percent in 2004 to 75 percent in 2015.1,2
However, it remains consistently lower than front-seat restraint use (89 percent in 2015).
In a recent study by the Institute and the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, we examined nationally
representative data on tow-away crashes during 2007-12 with a focus on rear-seat occupants.
Restraint use for occupants of all ages in the rear seat was 88 percent, but use varied significantly
by age. Children up to age 4 had the highest rate of restraint use at 99 percent, primarily in child
restraints, while adults ages 20-54 had the lowest rate at 70 percent.3
In that study, more than half of the serious injuries (58.8 percent) and deaths (55.4 percent) in the
rear involved unrestrained occupants, even though most occupants were restrained. Unrestrained
occupants in the rear were nearly 8 times as likely to suffer a serious injury compared with restrained
occupants.
In addition to posing a risk to themselves, unrestrained rear-seat occupants increase the risk of fatal
injury to other occupants in the vehicle.4,5 In a study of fatal crashes occurring during 2001-09,
drivers were 2.37 times as likely to be fatally injured in crashes in which the left rear passenger was
unrestrained compared with when the passenger was restrained.4 The risk of fatality increased with
each additional unrestrained rear-seat occupant. There is evidence that unrestrained occupants also
represent a risk to other occupants in the rear,5 although research on this is limited.
Passenger attitudes toward belt use in the rear seat
In a recent nationwide survey conducted by the Institute, nearly 30 percent of adult rear-seat
passengers said they sometimes do not wear their safety belt in the rear seat, compared with only 9
percent who reported riding unbelted in the front seat.6 When people who said they are less likely to
buckle up in the rear seat than in the front seat were asked for their reasons, the most common
answers showed that belt use in the rear seat is not a priority. A quarter believed using a safety belt
isn't necessary in the rear because it is safer than the front, and nearly 15 percent said they forget,
aren't in the habit, or find it inconvenient. However, 73 percent said they would be more likely to
buckle up if they knew the driver could get pulled over if they didn’t.
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Primary-enforcement safety belt use laws
Primary-enforcement safety belt use laws allow a police officer to stop and cite a motorist solely for
not using a safety belt. In states with secondary enforcement, police can only enforce the law if the
motorist has been pulled over for another violation first.
Today, 49 states and the District of Columbia have laws requiring front-seat occupants to buckle up;
35 of these laws allow primary enforcement, and 15 allow only secondary enforcement.7 Twentyeight states and the District of Columbia have safety belt use laws covering all rear-seat occupants;
19 of these laws allow primary enforcement and 10 allow only secondary enforcement. Only four
states, including Maryland, allow primary enforcement in the front seat but not the rear seat.
As summarized below, a large body of research has focused on the effects of primary-enforcement
belt laws for front-seat occupants. In states with these laws, safety belt use rates are higher than in
states with secondary-enforcement laws. As a result, crash deaths are reduced. Primaryenforcement belt use laws result in higher belt use rates because drivers believe they will be ticketed
if they don’t buckle up.
The most recent national observational survey conducted in 2016 shows that front-seat belt use
rates averaged 92.1 percent in primary-enforcement states, compared with 83.0 percent in
secondary states, a difference of 9 percentage points.8 A number of observational studies have
shown that upgrading laws from secondary to primary enforcement boosts safety belt use. A study of
six states showed that states that went from secondary to primary enforcement saw a median
increase of 14 percentage points in observed front-seat belt use.9 Based on drivers’ self-reports, the
percentage who said they never buckle up was twice as high in states with secondary-enforcement
laws than in states with primary-enforcement laws.10
The Institute’s research has shown that upgrading safety belt use laws to primary enforcement also
reduces traffic deaths.11 Driver fatality rates during 1989-2003 in nine states (California, Georgia,
Indiana, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, New Jersey, Oklahoma, and Washington) and the District of
Columbia, where secondary enforcement laws were upgraded to primary enforcement, were
compared with fatality rates in 14 states where the laws remained secondary during the same
period. The annual rate of passenger vehicle driver deaths per mile of travel declined in both groups
of states, but the decrease was bigger in the states that changed to primary enforcement. Taking into
account the timing of the change in each state and other factors that could have affected crash rates,
primary-enforcement laws were associated with a 7 percent reduction in death rates.
Thus, the evidence is strong that for front-seat occupants, safety belt use rates are higher and crash
deaths are lower in states with primary-enforcement belt use laws. Fewer studies have looked at the
effect of belt use laws on rear-seat occupants, but there is evidence that rear-seat safety belt use is
higher in states with belt use laws that cover all rear-seat occupants than in states that cover only
the front seat. Based on the studies of the effects of primary laws on front-seat belt use, it is logical
to assume that laws that allow primary enforcement of rear-seat belt use will result in higher rearseat belt use rates than laws that allow only secondary enforcement.
Safety belt use laws covering rear-seat occupants can have an important influence on belt use.
Based on the national observational survey of front and rear safety belt use in 2015, belt use in rear
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seats was higher in states with laws requiring belt use in all seating positions (83 percent) than in
states requiring belt use only in the front seat (61 percent).2 In a 2007 national telephone survey of
people 16 and older, 69 percent of respondents who thought there was a safety belt use law that
covered the rear seat said they always used their safety belt when riding in the rear, compared with
only 48 percent of those who did not think there was a law or did not know.12
There is some evidence that primary enforcement can increase safety belt use in the rear seat even
more. In a 2012 national survey of people 13 and older, 54 percent of respondents in states without
a belt use law for the rear seat reported that they always use their safety belt in the rear seat,
compared with 62 percent in states with a secondary-enforcement rear safety belt use law and 71
percent in states with a primary-enforcement rear safety belt use law.13 After adjusting for
demographic factors, respondents in states with primary and secondary rear-seat laws were 23
percent more likely and 11 percent more likely, respectively, to report always using a belt in the rear
seat, compared with those in states with no rear-seat belt use law.
Summary and conclusions
Safety belt use in the rear seat continues to lag safety belt use in the front, even though it is clear
that belt use among rear-seat occupants substantially reduces their risk of serious injury as well as
the risk of fatal injury to front-seat occupants.
There is strong evidence that primary-enforcement belt use laws have been effective in getting frontseat occupants to buckle up, thereby reducing crash deaths. Few studies have looked at the effects
of belt use laws for rear-seat occupants, but evidence from observational studies shows that safety
belt use is higher in states where laws cover rear-seat occupants. Self-report surveys suggest that
extending primary enforcement to the rear will increase safety belt use there.
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