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OVERVIEW

 Seat belt use in the United States

 Seat belt use in North Dakota

Current seat belt survey methodology in ND

 Pilot study on rural seat belt use 
methodology



A LITTLE BIT ABOUT SEAT
BELT USE IN THE UNITED

STATES….



SEAT BELTS…
o First appeared in the early 1900’s…

o 1940’s-1960’s – Ramp up for legislation requiring seat belts in cars

o 1970’s – seat belts required in all cars

o New York was the first state with 
a primary seat belt law



SEAT BELTS…

 …are estimated to 
reduce risk of fatal 
injury by half when 
used properly

 …are a low-cost, easy 
to use way to prevent 
injuries and fatalities

 …are mandatory in 30 
states, which 
currently have 
primary seat belt 
laws, 19 have 
secondary offense 
laws (including ND)

 New Hampshire is the 
only state without a 
seat belt law for 
adults (primary or 
secondary).

LIVE FREE OR DIE!!



Why is this 
important?



Why is this 
important?



SEAT BELT LAWS IN THE UNITED STATES: 
CIRCA 2008

States Changing to Primary since 2008:
Arkansas

Florida
Michigan

Wisconsin

Source:  Governor’s Highway Safety Association, http://www.ghsa.org/html/stateinfo/laws/seatbelt_laws.html



SEAT BELT USE BY STATE:  2008

Source:  NHTSA, Seat Belt Use in 2008 – Use Rates in the States and Territories, DOT HS 811 206



SEAT BELT USE BY STATE:  2008

Average Seat Belt Use Rate in SECONDARY Enforcement States:

79%
Average Seat Belt Use Rate in PRIMARY Enforcement States:

88%
Source:  NHTSA, Seat Belt Use in 2008 – Use Rates in the States and Territories, DOT HS 811 206



RURAL ROADS AND
TRAFFIC SAFETY….



RURAL ROAD ISSUES
 In the United States, about 

one-third of travel takes 
place on rural roads, but 
nearly half of all traffic 
deaths occurred on rural 
roads between 2003 and 
2007
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 In North Dakota, nearly 
three-fourths of travel takes 
place on rural roads, but 
nearly 90% of all traffic 
deaths occurred on rural 
roads between 2003 and 
2007
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 ND had the lowest reported seat belt use rate of 
all states in fatal crashes on rural roads from 
2002-2007
 36% in ND compared to 60% average among 

the 48 contiguous states



% OF TOTAL ND FATAL CRASHES BY
ROADWAY TYPE:  2002-2008

Source:  North Dakota 2008 Crash Summary, North Dakota Department of Transportation



MEASURING SEAT BELT USE
IN NORTH DAKOTA



CURRENT STATEWIDE SEAT BELT SURVEY
METHODOLOGY (NOPUS)
 National Occupant Protection Use Survey (NOPUS) effort is 

supported by the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA) – which approves the sample design 
and survey method for each state.

 NOPUS requires that each state’s seat belt survey must:
 Be an observational survey 
 Use a probability sample of observation sites 
 Observe a standard set of passenger vehicles 
 Observe drivers and right-front-seat passengers 
 Meet a specified level of statistical precision 
 Provide a statewide estimate with a known margin of error.



SEAT BELT SURVEY COUNTIES



ISSUES ARISING FROM CURRENT SEAT BELT
METHODOLOGY

 Only 3 of the 16 counties included in survey 
sample had seat belt use rates above statewide 
average  (Cass, Burleigh, and Nelson)
 Cass and Burleigh dominated by urban travel (60% 

of state’s urban travel, 11% of state’s rural travel)
 Encompass more than a third of state’s population, 

more than a quarter of state vehicle miles traveled, 
less than 10% of geography

 NOPUS survey does not include observation 
sites on rural local roads



RECENT SEAT BELT USE IN NORTH DAKOTA
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Source:  Seat Belt Use in North Dakota, June 2009



STUDY OBJECTIVES
 Establish rural seat belt survey protocol

 Establish partnerships with state and local 
associates to conduct seat belt observations

 Provide traffic safety offices and local officials 
with a ‘measure’ they can use in understanding 
and managing this public health issue

 Measure effects of new rural high visibility 
enforcement (HVE) activities



PILOT RURAL ROADS METHODOLOGY: 2009
 Traditional observation survey method
 Included a minimum of one visit, two suggested 

visits – once in April, once in June or July
 Twice to measure High Visibility Enforcement affects 

in respective counties
 Site selection:

 One site in each town – max of 4 towns per county
 2-4 sites beyond town 
 Minimum 30 minutes up to one hour to meet 30 

minimum observations
 Main focus on driver seat belt use, also collected 

passenger belt use when possible



SEAT BELT SURVEY COUNTIES



RESULTS



OVERVIEW

 6,919 observations of driver seat belt use

 1,051 observations of passenger seat belt use

 149 sites/23 counties

 Sites included rural towns and rural highways 
located at least 20 miles from interstate 
highways

 Collected between March and August 2009



HIGHWAY SEAT BELT USE RATE IN SURVEYED RURAL
COUNTIES

**Note:  No highway observations were conducted in Traill County.



NOPUS SEAT BELT USE RATE



HIGHWAY SEAT BELT USE RATE
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**Note:  No highway observations were conducted in Traill County.



NOPUS SEAT BELT USE RATE
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RECENT SEAT BELT USE IN NORTH DAKOTA
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2009 in rural counties = 44.8%

Source:  Seat Belt Use in North Dakota, June 2009



Statewide Seat Belt Survey – 81.5% usage rate
Rural Counties Survey– 44.8% usage rate



ADDITIONAL RESULTS OF
RURAL ROADS PILOT STUDY



SEAT BELT USE BY ROAD TYPE
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DRIVER GENDER

50.0%

30.1%

40.6%

67.4%

42.8%

51.5%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

80.0%

Rural Highways Rural Towns Overall

Se
at

 B
el

t U
se

 R
at

e

Male
Female



COUNTY SEAT BELT USE BY GENDER
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VEHICLE TYPE BY GENDER AND ROAD TYPE
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HIGH VISIBILITY ENFORCEMENT

 Significant differences were found pre HVE versus 
post HVE in counties participating in HVE

 Take away:  HVE does have an affect on seat belt 
use
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PASSENGER SEAT BELT USE
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CONCLUSIONS

 Overall take-away:
Current NHTSA-approved statewide seat belt 
methodology is limited in allowing for specificity in 
measuring seat belt use on rural roads

 Marked differences exist in seat belt use on rural 
highways versus within rural towns

 High visibility enforcement (HVE) efforts can 
increase seat belt use, at least in the short term



May your paths 
always lead in the 

right direction, and 
may your seat belts 
always be buckled…

Thank you!
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