Front Seat Placement of Children Aged 12 or Younger within Vehicles: A Rural/Urban Comparison
Andrea Huseth-Zosel, M.S.

Upper Great Plains Transportation Institute, North Dakota State University

Introduction

eMotor vehicle crashes are the leading cause of death for children between
the ages of 1 and 12 in the United States (CDC, 2010).

e\When restraint use is examined by age category, a trend of decreasing re-
straint is seen with increasing age.

eThere is also a decline in child rear placement as children age.

e\Why is seat placement important? Children are 21% to 40% less likely to die
in a fatal crash when rear-seated than when front-seated.

Objectives

eThis study seeks to contribute to the safety literature to determine at what
rate children are riding front-seated within vehicles and if differences exist
between rural and urban areas in regards to child front seat placement.

e|n addition, this study seeks to determine the rationale for front seat place-

ment of children and to assess parental/caregiver perceptions of traffic safety

Issues.

Methodology

eCurrent child placement rates within vehicles were ascertained through direct

observation of morning child drop-offs at area elementary schools. Elemen-
tary schools were chosen as observation locales as they encompass the se-
lected age group — children aged 12 or younger.

eDuring the seat placement observations, random vehicles were chosen to re-

ceive recruiting packets containing information regarding an opportunity for
parents/caregivers to take part in an upcoming focus group on child traffic
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Results

eDuring November to December 2009, 687 vehicles were observed at four rural
and four urban schools.

041.3% of rural children and 28.7% of urban children were front-seated.
eOverall, nearly one-third of children were front-seated.

eBy vehicle type, children riding in trucks were most likely to be front-seated
(54.5%) followed by cars (31%) , SUVs (30.4%) and vans (20.9%).

eBy vehicle type and geography, the biggest difference was between rural and ur-
ban vans—with 39.4% of children riding in vans in rural areas being front-seated
and 15.1% of children riding in vans in urban areas being front-seated.

oOf the vehicles observed at rural schools with front-seated children, 93.5% had
room available in the rear of the vehicle for the child, while slightly fewer
(90.8%) similar vehicles observed in urban areas had room available in the rear
of the vehicle.

eOverall, parents were aware that seating a child in the rear of a vehicle is safer.

eSeveral reasons were given for not having child seated in the rear of a vehicle,
including size of vehicle, number of children to be transported, differences in
family guidelines, and ambiguous ‘rules’ regarding child vehicle safety.

eParents felt that child vehicle safety information should come from as many
sources as possible. They were also concerned that the majority of information
received regarding traffic safety focused more on much younger children, and
that as their children aged, they tended to receive less and less information.

Conclusions

eNearly one-third of vehicles observed had children seated in the front seat.

eSignificant urban/rural differences exist in child seat placement, with children in
rural areas much more likely to be front-seated than children in urban areas.

eDifferences also exist among vehicle type, with children riding in pick-up trucks
more likely to be front-seated than children in any other type of vehicle.

eOverall, parents were aware that seating a child in the rear of a vehicle is safer.
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