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INTRODUCTION
Over the past few decades, parents’ and caregivers’ awareness of and compliance
with child passenger safety guidelines has grown by leaps and bounds even as
new technologies have emerged and evolved. In 2011, a landmark study by Safe
Kids Worldwide’s Buckle Up Program (Buckle Up) found near universal use of
restraints among 79,000 American children brought in for car seat checks over
the course of a year. The Buckle Up analysis of the data, which was collected from
car seat checks across the country from 2009 to 2010, also found that all but a
few children younger than 13 were riding in the back seat. More parents were
keeping infants in rear-facing seats longer, and more used booster seats for their
4- to 8-year-olds.
While highlighting the great progress that has been
achieved, however, the study also revealed key challenges
for CPS advocates. In particular, the use of tethers with
forward-facing child safety seats remained abysmally low.
Since that study, Safe Kids has conducted additional
research to explore the reasons why proper tether use has
not been adopted more widely. The good news is tether use
appears to be growing in the years since the initial data
was collected. Data collected from Buckle Up car seat
checks across the country from October 2011 through
March 2012 found that tether use for forward-facing seats
was up slightly to 36%.

Nearly three in four
forward-facing
seats did not use
a top tether, a key
protection against
head injury in a
crash. And among
the 1 in 4 car seats
that did have a
tether, the tether was
improperly attached
41% of the time.

This creates an opportunity to build on that momentum and transform tether
use into a social norm. Moreover, the additional research uncovered key insights
into the barriers and motivators for tether use. Safe Kids coalitions, Buckle Up
technicians and other child passenger safety advocates can use these insights to
better target communications and educational efforts. Using the right message for
the right audience at the right time will help to more effectively spread the word to
parents about when, why and how to use tethers to provide additional protection
during a crash.

HOW TO USE THIS REPORT
Child passenger safety technicians, advocates and educators can use the insights
gathered from the Safe Kids research to refine communications and outreach
efforts to parents and caregivers. By understanding why some parents use tethers
improperly or not at all – and what helps other parents successfully use them – the
child passenger safety community can more effectively help parents overcome the
hurdles that are preventing proper tether use.
This report provides key insights about tether use that were gathered from Buckle
Up checkup events and various research efforts. In addition, we provided targeted
communications strategies that are based on these insights. You can use these
strategies to better craft messages that resonate with parents about why tethers are
important as well as how to use them correctly.
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CHALLENGES: WHAT WE’VE LEARNED FROM ADVOCATES
Buckle Up technicians and other child passenger safety advocates are on the front
lines of the effort to increase caregiver compliance with the latest safety guidelines.
Coalition members who work at the grassroots level say there are three primary
reasons tethers get overlooked by parents.

Technicians themselves may view tethers as optional.
•

To parents and caregivers, the technicians who participate in car seat checkup
events are trusted experts. That means what technicians say and do makes a
big difference in how parents approach tethers. If technicians treat tethers as
less important than other parts of the car seat, parents will, too.

Tethers are easy for parents to overlook.
•

Infants start out in rear-facing child safety seats. That means that parents’ first
experience with car seats involves a type that does not generally use a tether.
When the child graduates to a forward-facing seat, if the parent doesn’t visit a
car seat checkup event or re-read their manufacturer’s owner’s manual, they
may not even know a tether exists, let alone that it should be used or how to
do so properly.

Parents may not understand how tethers protect their children.
•

Coalition members say many parents may ignore tethers because they simply
don’t understand how tethers make a difference to their child’s safety. The
tether is just another strap unless technicians and others interacting with
parents and caregivers demonstrate and explain how tethers can prevent head
injuries. This means it’s important for safety advocates to not just explain how
a tether should be used, but why and show how to use it.
“It’s really no wonder the tether is so often overlooked by parents. To stop
the tether from dangling, it’s been stored away, out of sight. For most rearfacing installations, we disregard the tether. Then when parents begin to
use a forward-facing seat, we expect them to attach the tether. We have to
identify better opportunities to alert and educate parents about tether use.”
— Jo-Ellen Courtney, Coordinator
Safe Kids New Hampshire

— David L. Strickland,
Administrator
National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration

“Parents have a tendency to not use tethers because they do not understand the purpose of the tether. This points to a need for techs, and others
in the CPS community, to make sure we’re talking about tethers and why
they should be used.”
— Gina Duchossois, Coordinator
Safe Kids Southeast Pennsylvania
“A properly used tether can be the key to preventing serious head injury
in a crash, so it is such a shame that these available and easy-to-use
features of forward-facing child car seats are often left unattached.”
— Denise Donaldson, CPST-I, Editor
Safe Ride News
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“The safest way
for parents and
caregivers to
transport children in
their vehicles is to use
the appropriate safety
seat for the child’s
age and size – and
ensure it is properly
installed. Whether
they choose to install
a forward facing car
seat using a seat belt
or LATCH [Lower
Anchors and Tethers
for Children], parents
and caregivers should
always secure the
tether in accordance
with manufacturer
instructions for added
safety. Proper use
of a tether can help
keep the seat securely
fastened in the event
of a crash.”
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CHALLENGES: WHAT WE’VE LEARNED FROM PARENTS
Buckle Up collected data from parents in three different ways.
The first was the groundbreaking 2011 report which examined data from 79,000
car seats checked at Buckle Up events during the course of a year. The data,
gathered from checkup sites across the country in 2009 and 2010, indicated
that despite significant overall improvements in car seat use, 72% of children in
forward-facing seats were not protected by a tether. And in those seats that were
secured with tethers, 41% of tethers were used incorrectly.
To better understand the issues with tether use, Safe Kids conducted two additional
studies of parents:
•

An observational study of 101 parents at Buckle Up checkup events conducted
by ten coalitions in June 2012; and

•

A July 2012 national online survey of 106 parents whose children used
forward-facing car seats.

It’s important to note that the different methodologies of the three studies, as
well as the small sample size of two of the studies, mean that the data cannot
be directly compared or extrapolated population-wide. However, the studies do
provide us with insights we can use to inform our approach as we work to increase
the correct use of tethers.
A more detailed explanation of the three Safe Kids studies and their
methodologies can be found on page 7.

KEY FINDINGS
Tether use appears to be increasing.
While only 28% of forward-facing car seats used tethers in the original study of
2009-2010 data, Safe Kids observational and online surveys conducted during
summer 2012 found higher tether use.
•

A June 2012 observational study found that 75% of forward-facing car seats
had a tether attached upon arrival at the checkup events. (We suspect that
someone else may have installed many of the seats, because as you will see
later, half of these parents could not point to the top tether when asked.)

•

Parents self-reported tether use for forward-facing car seats ranged from 66%
in one sample to 89% in another, depending on how the question was posed
in online surveys.

We surmise that the more parents use tethers, the more they will spread their
knowledge to other parents through word of mouth. CPS advocates should take
advantage of this momentum and work to establish tether use as a routine part of
moving a child to a forward-facing seat.
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Tether users tend to have newer vehicles.
In the 2012 observational study, the average model year for tether users’ vehicles
was 2007. By contrast, the average model year for non-tether users’ vehicles
was 2004.
While this suggests that tether use may increase as older vehicles phase out over
time, it also points to an opportunity for coalitions to focus additional education
on people with older vehicles.

Not using a tether and not using a lower anchor may be linked.
In the 2012 observational study, two of three parents who did not use a top tether
did not use the lower anchors, but instead installed the car seat with a seat belt.
When demonstrating tether use to parent or caregiver groups, coalition members
may want to physically demonstrate how to use a top tether with a seat belt, as well
as to show how to access lower anchors.

Many parents may simply not know that tethers exist or what they are for.
In the 2012 observational study, only half the parents could point to the top tether
strap, and less than a third (28%) could point to the tether anchor. Two in five
parents could not point to either the tether or the anchor.

Most parents who use tethers report they read the manufacturer instructions.
When parents in the 2012 observational study were asked how they knew to use
the top tether, 42% said they read the car seat instructions and another 14% said
they read the vehicle owner’s manual.

Technician education and installation makes a difference.
When asked why they used a tether, one in four parents in the 2012 observational
study said they were advised to do so at a past car seat checkup event.

TARGET YOUR COMMUNICATIONS ABOUT TETHERS
The following strategies are informed by the key findings from our research. Use
these strategies to target your communications and outreach efforts so you can
more effectively reach parents and caregivers with messages about the importance
of using tethers correctly.

“When your child turns 2, you need something new.”
Linking a new behavior to a common milestone is one of the best ways to help busy
parents remember and act on it. Since most children move to a forward-facing car
seat sometime around age two, tether use can be linked to that key birthday.
Safe Kids has created a parent’s car seat checklist. The checklist takes only
15-minutes to complete and provides important tips that will help parents ensure
their car seat is used and installed properly. You can use the checklist to get the
word out to parents (see the checklist on page 10 and print copies from www.
safekids.org/checklist). Hand these out at county health department offices,
daycare centers, pediatrician offices, and Buckle Up events. Encourage your
coalition members and partners to share the checklist through email, Facebook
and other social media with anyone who has a child and a child.
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Harness the power of pediatricians and other health care providers.
In March 2011, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration issued recommendations, one of which
encouraged the use of top tethers for forward-facing car seats.
Doctors are one of the most trusted sources of information for parents and
caregivers. Make sure your local health care providers who treat children know
about this new AAP recommendation. Visit meetings that include these health
care providers and circulate information about AAP’s tether use recommendation.
Ask them to post information about tethers in their waiting room and to mention
tethers when talking to parents at their child’s two-year well checkup.
You can find more about the AAP recommendation at: http://www.healthychildren.
org/English/safety-prevention/on-the-go/Pages/Car-Safety-Seats-Informationfor-Families.aspx

Focus on tethers during Buckle Up events.
Make sure your Buckle Up technicians are aware of the importance of tethers.
Technicians may need to update their knowledge base through continuing
education opportunities to feel comfortable when educating parents on weight
limits, tether locations and instructions. Here are some ways you can increase
awareness of tethers at Buckle Up events:
•

Show and tell. Technicians are on the front line, and what they do curbside
makes a big difference in what parents do.

•

Ask your technicians to be sure they do the following each time they help
install a forward-facing car seat:
•

Point out the tether anchor inside the vehicle.

•

Demonstrate to the caregiver how to attach and tighten the tether.

•

Point out the label on the car seat where the tether information is displayed.

•

Ask the caregiver to locate their vehicle owner’s manual, and then show
them where to find the section on top tethers.

•

Explain the significant safety benefit of a tether.

Focus on older cars at checkup events.
The Safe Kids research shows that parents who drive older vehicles are less likely
to use tethers. One reason may be that the anchors can be more difficult to find
or may not be in older vehicles. Make sure your technicians know how to visually
identify tether anchors in various vehicles. A technician should use resources
(such as the LATCH manual and vehicle owner’s manual) to identify anchors and
provide the parent with next steps based on make and model of the vehicle. Here
are some tips:
•

Factory installed top tethers have been available in vehicles since 2000. Before
then, dimples in the vehicle marked where aftermarket tether anchors should
go. Domestic automakers offered to install aftermarket tether anchors upon
request at no charge to customers. Vehicle owner’s manuals and child restraint
instruction manuals promote use of top tethers for all forward-facing child
restraints with harnesses.
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•

Tether anchors can be difficult to locate as they may be found on the package
shelf, in the ceiling, in a cargo area, underneath a back seat or on the back of a
seat. Tethers in older vehicles may not be as clearly marked as tethers in newer
vehicles. Owner’s manuals in older vehicles may not be as clear in describing
the benefits of the top tether to child occupants.

•

Our research also found that parents who used seat belts to restrain a car seat
were less likely to use a top tether than those who used a lower anchor. When
doing presentations to parent or caregiver groups about forward-facing car
seats, make sure to include instructions and a physical demonstration about
how to use a top tether in combination with either a seat belt or with a lower
anchor.

•

Don’t forget the “why.” Our research shows one reason caregivers don’t use
tethers is because they don’t inderstand how tethers protect children in a
crash. Make sure that all your demonstrations and discussions of tether use
mention that top tethers provide protection against head injuries by reducing
the distance the child’s head travels (excursion) in a sudden stop or in a crash.

METHODOLOGY
This report references a number of ways Safe Kids explored tether use.
Observational study. In June 2012, data was collected from 101 parents who

participated in checkup events held by ten Safe Kids coalitions. Buckle Up
technicians and volunteers recorded information about tether use as vehicles
drove into the events. After technicians recorded whether a tether was in use for a
forward-facing car seat, parents were then asked a series of questions to ascertain
their knowledge, attitudes and behavior around tethers.
Online survey. In July 2012, Safe Kids conducted a survey of 106 parents via a

national online panel. Since the majority of online surveys are not based on a
probability sample, no estimate of theoretical sampling error can be calculated for
them. Participants in the survey were parents using forward-facing car seats. The
survey was designed to be exploratory in nature to guide future efforts.
National car seat study. Safe Kids’ 79,000 car seat study is the largest of its kind and

used standardized data of 79,000 child safety seat inspections over a full year. It
was released for National Child Passenger Safety Week on September 15, 2011. The
analysis assessed the individual elements of successful installations, in contrast to
previous analyses that focused on gross levels of misuse in child safety and booster
seats.
A Look Inside American Family Vehicles: National Study of 79,000 Car Seats 20092010 (2011) is available here:
http://www.safekids.org/assets/docs/safety-basics/safety-tips-by-risk-area/sk-carseat-report-2011.pdf
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ALL ABOUT TETHERS
Frequently Asked Questions
Brush up your knowledge about tethers with the following Frequently Asked
Questions. This section can also be copied and pasted to create a handout for
media events or Buckle Up presentations to parents and caregivers.

What is a top tether?
A top tether is a strap attached to a forwardfacing child restraint that attaches to a special
anchor located in the vehicle. It keeps the top
of the child restraint from pitching forward in a
sudden stop or crash.

How does a tether increase safety?
As stated in the national child passenger safety
certification curriculum, the top tether holds the
back of the car seat firmly against the vehicle seat
to make it more secure and reduce the amount
of forward and side movement. It can reduce
the distance that the child’s head moves and can
thus lessen the risk of head injuries in a crash. In
many vehicles, especially those with small back
seats, this provides more protection for child
occupants.

What will happen in a crash or sudden stop if a top tether is not used?
The top tether reduces the distance the child’s head travels by 4-6 inches because
it holds the car seat intact against the vehicle seat. Those 4-6 inches may not sound
like a lot of space, but in a small vehicle it could mean the difference between a
child striking her head on the vehicle seat in front of her and keeping her head
from striking anything in the vehicle during a crash or sudden stop.

Where can I look to determine the location of top tether anchor in a car?
Since Model Year 2000, all cars have three tether anchors (except for some
convertibles and large trucks). A tether anchor can be anywhere in the vehicle on the package shelf, on the floor of a cargo area, on the ceiling, on the back of the
vehicle seat or even under the vehicle seat. The only way to know where the tether
anchor is in a car is to read the vehicle owner’s manual. It will show exactly where
to attach the tether strap from the car seat to the proper tether anchor. Not all
seating positions have tether anchors, so it is important to read the vehicle manual
for direction.

Do all tethers work in the same way?
Yes, top tethers all have the same function and they work the same way. A hook at
the end of a strap on the back of the car seat is attached to an anchor that is built
into the car. The tether strap is then tightened.

8

Talking About Tethers

What is the recommendation to parents if their car does not have top
tether anchors?
Many, but not all, domestic vehicles before model year 2000 can be retrofitted for
free. Use the LATCH manual to obtain the part number before approaching the
dealer’s service manager.

Must a top tether be used all the time?
It is best for the child if the top tether is always used on a forward-facing seat.
Use of the top tether provides so much additional protection that technicians and
advocates should recommend top tether use when a car seat is shifted to someone
else’s car - such as in a carpool or in a babysitter’s or relative’s car.

Do top tethers have a weight limit?
Factory installed top tethers generally have a weight limit associated with them
and children who weigh up to either 40 or 48 pounds may have to discontinue use
of their top tethers unless they are riding in vehicles which have extended tether
weight limits. Reading instructions is critical and families must read both car seat
and vehicle instructions to be sure they do not go beyond stated weight limits. If
no weight limit is stated, parents should assume a 40 pound limit.

Do rear-facing babies ever use top tethers?
Yes. While most top tethers are used for forward-facing children who ride in car
seats with a harness, there are a few child restraints that use a top tether for rearfacing car seats. Read instructions to know if a car seat recommends use of a top
tether for the rear-facing car seats.

My SUV has a couple of hooks in the cargo area. Can I attach the top tether to
any of those anchors?
No. Because top tethers can be located in a variety of places in a vehicle, caregivers
must check vehicle owner’s manuals to be sure they are using the designated top
tether. Cargo hooks and grocery bag hooks can fool people into thinking they
have attached a tether hook to an appropriate anchor when they have not. This
is something that could greatly impact performance in a crash. Use only the
designated tether anchor recommended in the owner’s manual.
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9

Car Seat Checkup
Top 5 Things to Do

Right Seat. This is an easy one. Check the label on your car seat to
make sure it’s appropriate for your child’s age, weight and height. Like
milk, your car seat has an expiration date. Just double check the label
on your car seat to make sure it is still safe.

Right Place. Kids are VIPs, just ask them. We know all VIPs ride in
the back seat, so keep all children in the back seat until they are 13.
Right Direction. You want to keep your child in a rear-facing car

seat for as long as possible, usually until around age 2. When he or she
outgrows the seat, move your child to a forward-facing car seat. Make
sure to attach the top tether after you tighten and lock the seat belt or
lower anchors.

Inch Test. Once your car seat is installed, give it a good shake at the

base. Can you move it more than an inch side to side or front to back?
A properly installed seat will not move more than an inch.

Pinch Test. Make sure the harness is tightly buckled and coming from

the correct slots (check car seat manual). Now, with the chest clip placed
at armpit level, pinch the strap at your child’s shoulder. If you are unable
to pinch any excess webbing, you’re good to go.
Please read the vehicle and car seat instruction
manuals to help you with this checklist. If you are
having even the slightest trouble, questions or
concerns, don’t worry about a thing. Certified child
passenger safety technicians are waiting to help or
even double check your work.
Visit safekids.org to find a car seat inspection
event in your community.
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RESOURCES
•

All About Tethers: Frequently Asked Questions (page 8)

•

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s information about
children in and around cars. www.safercar.gov

•

LATCH Manual: This manual details where to find lower anchor and tether
information in domestic and imported vehicles. It can be ordered from
www.saferidenews.com

•

Child restraint instructions for each car seat: Visit www.carseat.org if you’d
like to order a CD that includes current car seat instructions manuals.

•

Contact information for child restraint manufacturers is available at: www.
cpsboard.org/childmanu.htm

•

Vehicle owner’s manuals: Technicians must ask caregivers to bring manuals
when they arrive for an inspection. There is no single source for vehicle
manuals.

•

Contact information for vehicle manufacturers is available at:
www.cpsboard.org/vehiclemanu.htm
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