
CONDUCTING INFORMAL SURVEYS OF SAFETY BELT USE

Quick and easy to do, informal surveys of safety belt use can be useful for indicating general trends in seat belt use in specific areas. It is customary to count 100 vehicles at each site for these informal surveys.  However, in smaller towns it is acceptable to observe for forty minutes at each site and calculate the percentage of use in the vehicles seen during that time.  See tip 6 for the number of different sites at which to do a survey.

Here are a few key points and tips on informal surveys of safety belt use:

1. The surveys do not have to be done by licensed officers.  Explorer scouts, reserve officers, retirees, and community activists are all potential observers.

2. It is very important to observe at the same set of locations each time you conduct the survey and at approximately the same time of day and day of week.  Your rates for different sets of surveys will only be comparable if you do so.  Therefore, it is best to plan ahead where you will be observing, what time the observing will begin, and whether the observing will be done on a weekday or weekend.  Keep a copy of the plan and follow it each time you survey.

3. Observe only the shoulder belt use of the driver.  Only a few older vehicles will have just lap belts in the front seat; these will be counted as unbelted.  It is much more practical to try to spot shoulder belt use/non-use than lap belt use/non-use.

4. Observe drivers in all passenger vehicles: cars, pick up trucks, vans, and recreational vehicles.

5. It is preferable to observe the traffic going only in the direction that passes closest to the observer; again it is much easier to spot belt use/non-use in close vehicles.  

6. The selection of sites is up to you.  Most informal surveys are done on relatively high traffic roadways.  However, keep in mind that observations will be more accurate if the traffic isn’t traveling too fast.  Surveying at a minimum of three sites is required.  If you presently have a TZD Enforcement grant, survey at the same sites you planned in that grant; if there were more than three you must do all planned.  At each site, observe either 100 drivers or as many as pass in forty minutes. If 100 vehicles have not been seen after 40 minutes have passed, the survey can still be considered complete. Change to a new survey form when you change sites.

7. Since this type of survey is informal, it is best used to compare the rates over time and use them as an indicator of general trends in seat belt use.  Formal use surveys include hundreds of sites on all types of roadways and statistical weighting techniques; informal surveys shouldn’t be expected to show results comparable with formal ones.

8. Report your findings to the press, being careful to explain it is an informal survey.  Has use gone up or down and by how much?  Is there one location that always has higher seat belt use?  How does your rate compare with a neighboring community’s rate?  Can you find an electronic message board to report the use rate?  Will the schools in your area participate in a competition to see which has the highest rate?

A form you can use to collect data follows.  It provides space to indicate belt use (yes) or non-use (no) for the drivers of 100 vehicles - the maximum observed at a single site.  Add all survey forms together to report average rate to OTS.
Informal Seat Belt Survey Form

DATE: ___________  OBSERVER: _______________________  INTERSECTION: _________________________________
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Percent using belts = _______________

