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I N T R O D U C T I O N
Restraint devices such as seat belts are a key element of motor vehicle occupant protection systems. Each
year, NHTSA conducts the National Occupant Protection Use Survey (NOPUS) that measures, among many
variables, the use of seat belts by occupants age eight and older. The 2019 NOPUS reported that seat belt
use was 90.7 percent among front-seat passengers, a slight increase from the 89.6 percent observed in 2018.
Additionally, the 2019 survey found that seat belt use increased during both weekday rush hours and non-
rush hours. Use during weekday rush hours increased from 89.3 percent in 2018 to 90.7 percent in 2019 and
use during non-rush hours increased from 89.1 percent in 2018 to 90.8 percent in 2019.

Historically, road safety efforts focused on changing human behaviors to prevent crashes. The Safe System
approach reframes efforts to save lives by expecting crashes to happen and focusing attention on reducing
the severity of injuries when a crash occurs. By understanding the nuances of occupant protection crashes,
transportation professionals can better address every aspect of crash risks and implement multiple layers
of protection to ensure that everyone traveling on California roadways will go safely. Analyses presented
in the occupant protection program area include fatal and serious injuries where a driver or passenger in a
passenger vehicle was unrestrained. Occupant protection crashes in this report are defned as crashes where
one or more occupants in a passenger vehicle was unrestrained. Under this program area, there is additional
analyses that address aging road users and child passenger safety.

—Katherine L. Chen, Bor-Wen Tsai, Garrett Fortin, and Jill F. Cooper—
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

NATIONAL DATA

Figure 1: Unrestrained Occupant Fatality Trends,
Nationwide and California, 2015-2019

Summer 2021

Source: FARS 2015-2019, FARS ARF 2019

■ Seat belt use among vehicle occupants in the western
region of the U.S. increased from 92.7 percent in
2018 to 94.5 percent in 2019.

■ In the United States, there were 9,466 unrestrained
passenger vehicle occupants killed in trafc crashes
in 2019, a 3.85 percent decrease from 9,845 in 2018
(see Figure 1).

■ In 2019, of the 20,281 passenger vehicle occupants
with known restraint use killed in motor vehicle trafc
crashes, 9,466 or 46.7 percent were known to be
unrestrained.

■ In 2019, daytime restraint use was higher than
nighttime; 55.2 percent of passenger vehicle
occupants with known restraint use involved in a
nighttime fatal crash were unrestrained compared
with 39.3 percent involved in a daytime crash.

■ NHTSA estimated that, among passenger vehicle
occupants aged fve or older involved in trafc
crashes, seat belt use saved 14,955 lives in 2017. In
addition, i all passenger vehicle occupants aged fve
or older had been wearing seat belts, an additional
2,549 lives could have been saved in 2017.

■ NHTSA found that, in 2018, weekday seat belt use
among motorists increased from 89.2 percent in 2018
to 90.8 percent in 2019.
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Figure 2: Top Five Crash Types for Unrestrained
Occupant Fatal and Serious Injury Victims,

California, 2019

Source: Provisional SWITRS 2019

Figure 3: Top Five Primary Collision Factors for
Unrestrained Occupant Fatal and Serious Injury Crashes,

California, 2019

Source: Provisional SWITRS 2019

■ In California, there were 620 unrestrained occupants
killed in trafc crashes in 2019, comprising 2.4
percent fewer fatalities than the 635 in 2018.

■ In 2019, California’s front seat belt use was observed
to be 96.0 percent, which was the second-highest
use rate among all states.

■ California’s front seat belt use rate for those aged 5
and older has been greater than 95.0 percent from
2015 to 2019.

■ In 2017, seat belts saved 1,488 California passenger
vehicle occupants, age fve and older, involved in
trafc crashes. I all vehicle occupants used seat
belts, an additional 89 lives would have been saved.

■ The Summer 2018 Seat Belt Usage study reported
that the combined use rate for drivers and front seat
passengers was 96.0 percent. This is a decrease
from 96.2 percent in 2017, 96.5 percent in 2016, and
97.3 percent in 2015.

Primary Crash Factors of Unrestrained Occupant
Fatal and Serious Injury Crashes

■ The most common primary crash factors involving
unrestrained occupants was driving or bicycling
under the inuence o drugs or alcohol at 36.9
percent, improper turning at 26.1 percent, followed
by unsafe speed at 16.6 percent (see Figure 3).

Crash Types of Unrestrained Occupant Fatal and
Serious Injury Crashes

■ Hit object was the most common type of crash
for fatal and serious injury crashes involving
unrestrainted occupants at 43.0 percent of crashes
followed by broadside at 14.3 percent, followed by
rear end at 12.7 percent and head-on at 12.7 percent
(see Figure 2).

Figure 4: Time and Day for Unrestrained Occupant Fatal
and Serious Injury Crashes, California, 2019

Source: FARS ARF 2019, Provisional SWITRS 2019

Time of Day of Unrestrained Occupant Fatal and
Serious Injury Crashes

■ About half (50.3 percent) of unrestrained occupant
fatal and serious injuries occur between 6pm and
3am when dusk and darkness are factors. These
injuries were most concentrated between midnight
and 3 am on weekends, with a peak of 100 on Sunday
from midnight to 3am (see Figure 4).



Funding or this programwasprovidedby agrant rom theCaliorniaOfceoTrafc Saety, through theNational
Highway Trafc Saety Administration.
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COUNT Y TABLE: OCCUPANT PROTEC TION

Figure 4: Occupant Protection Fatalities and Serious Injuries, by Number and Rate, 2019

Source: FARS ARF 2019, Provisional SWITRS 2019, California Department of Finance 2020




