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The South Jersey Transportation Planning Organization (SJTPO), in 

conjunction with the South Jersey Traffic Safety Alliance (SJTSA), com-

missioned the performance of a seat belt usage study to be performed 

during April and May of 2010 at selected sites in the SJTPO region. The 

SJTPO is the federally designated Metropolitan Planning Organization 

(MPO) for southern New Jersey; the region consists of Atlantic, Cape May, 

Cumberland and Salem Counties. The survey was based on the National 

Occupant Protection Use Survey (NOPUS) and is meant to be a “snapshot” 

of the seat belt usage in 2010 on the roadways of the MPO region. The 

results of the 2010 survey are compared to results generated in the 2008 

and 2009 seat belt surveys. 

The 2010 data collection effort was focused on seat belt use by drivers 

and front seat passengers including gender as well as cell phone use by 

the drivers. This effort consisted of observational surveys of approximately 

23,359 motorists, comprised of 19,114 drivers and 4,245 front-right pas-

sengers. The motorists were observed at 78 sites in the SJTPO region.  

The data collection process began on April 12, 2010 and concluded on 

May 12, 2010.

In a special project, seat belt use for high school drivers and their passen-

gers, as well as compliance with the Graduated Drivers License (GDL) law 

was studied. This effort consisted of observing high school student drivers 

as they exited high school parking lots. A total of 1,330 student drivers 

and 646 student passengers were observed at 22 high school sites. This 

data collection process took place during the month of May.

An analysis of the 2010 data shows that the seat belt use rate for all 

motorists (both drivers and passengers) in the SJTPO region is 93%, up 3 

percentage points from 2009. The use rate of 93% is one point above the 

New Jersey statewide rate in 2009, and well above the 84% national rate 

for motorists reported that year. The increased 2010 driver and passenger 

rates in the SJTPO region are likely attributed to ongoing educational and 

police enforcement efforts.

The 2010 data indicated that passengers wear seat belts at a higher rate 

than drivers, at 94% to 92%. Seat belt use by drivers is highest in Atlantic 

County, at 94%, with Cumberland County close behind at 92%. The data 

also indicated that the use of seat belts is higher for female drivers, at 

Executive Summary

SEAT BELT USE 
RATE IN THE  

SJTPO REGION  
IS 92%, UP 2% 
POINTS FROM 

2009.



96%, than for male drivers, at 90%. Among passengers, seat belt use is also higher by females than 

males, at 96% to 89%.

In at least one respect, the SJTPO region diverts from national trends. In the four years that both  

drivers and passengers have been surveyed in the SJTPO region, passenger use of seat belts has 

been higher than driver use. In the last four years available nationally (2006 through 2009), driver  

use has been higher than passenger use.

Hand-held cell phone use by the drivers of the vehicles was also documented in the survey. Use 

increased from 4% of all drivers in 2009, to 5% of all drivers in 2010. In the previous year, use had 

increased from 3% to 4%. 

High school motorists seat belt use rate was observed to be 91%, 6 percentage points higher than 

that which was found during the previous high school observations in 2008. High school driver seat 

belt compliance rose to 90% from 86% while high school passenger seat belt use saw the greatest 

change, from 82% to 94%.  

High school observations to determine compliance with the GDL law indicate that 11% of high school 

students are carrying passengers in the backseat when the new GDL law restricts the number of pas-

sengers to one, unless a parent or guardian is in the vehicle. High school drivers hand-held cell phone 

use was 2%, the same as in 2008, but the new GDL law continues to make the use of any electronic 

device while driving illegal. The new GDL law also requires probationary drivers to affix a red sticker to 

the front and rear license plates while driving and observations revealed only 13% compliance across 

the SJTPO region.
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DRIVERS  
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FROM 4% TO 5%

Fig. 1– SJTPO Region & Seat Belt Survey Area
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The South Jersey Transportation Planning Organization (SJTPO), in conjunction with the South Jersey 

Traffic Safety Alliance (SJTSA) commissioned the performance of a seat belt usage study directed at 

drivers and front seat passengers at selected sites in the SJTPO region during April and May of 2010. 

Hand-held cell phone use by the drivers of the vehicles was also documented in the survey. SJTPO is 

the federally designated Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) for southern New Jersey and its 

region consists of Atlantic, Cape May, Cumberland and Salem Counties; see Figure 2.

This effort falls under one of the SJTPO major areas of emphasis, Traffic Safety, particularly as 

it relates to vehicle occupant protection. The contract was executed through the South Jersey 

Transportation Authority (SJTA), the administrative host of the SJTPO. The project was funded by 

the Federal Highway Administration and the Federal Transit Administration of the United States 

Department of Transportation. 

The effectiveness of seat belts in preventing fatalities and injury is well-established. According to the 

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, lap/shoulder belts reduce the risk of fatal injury to 

front-seat passenger car occupants by 45 percent and the risk of moderate-to-critical injury by 50 

percent. For light-truck occupants, the use of seat belts reduces the fatality risk by 60 percent and 

the moderate-to-serious injury risk by 65 percent.
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Report

NUMBER OF  
SURVEY SITES

Atlantic County: 32
Cape May County: 18

Cumberland County: 18
Salem County: 10

Fig. 2– SJTPO Seat Belt Survey Sites
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The 2010 survey was based on the National Occupant Protection Use Survey (NOPUS) and is meant 

to be a “snapshot” of the seat belt usage on the roadways of the entire MPO region. The results of the 

2010 survey are compared to survey results for the SJTPO region collected in 2008 and 2009. These 

databases serve as references for evaluating recent and future progress in encouraging motorists to 

use seat belts.

The 2010 SJTPO Seat Belt Survey consisted of observational surveys of approximately 23,359 motor-

ists, comprised of 19,114 drivers and 4,245 front-right passengers. The observations took place at 

78 sites broken down as follows; 32 sites in Atlantic County, 18 sites in Cape May County, 18 sites in 

Cumberland County, and 10 sites in Salem County. Figure 2 provides a thematic map of the locations 

of the selected data collection sites throughout the SJTPO region. The field observations started on 

April 12, 2010 and concluded on May 12, 2010. The counts were completed before Memorial Day so 

as not to be overly influenced by the behavior of seasonal visitors. This was considered to be particu-

larly important in Atlantic and Cape May Counties, both of which have large tourist industries. 

The majority of the data collection observations were conducted between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m. Typically, 

crews of two counters sat in high vehicles (either a van or a 4 x 4 truck) within the immediate 

proximity of the designated sites. At certain sites, it was necessary for the counters to stand at the 

intersection to get a clear view of passing motorists. Counts were conducted at both stop-sign and 

signal-controlled intersections. The counters typically observed traffic on both streets at the intersec-

tions, and thus were able to determine seat belt and cell phone usage of both stopped and moving 

vehicles. 

The drivers of passenger cars, vans, SUV’s, and pickup trucks were observed for their use of seat 

belts and hand-held cell phones; front right passengers were observed for their use of seat belts 

only. The type of vehicle was not identified. Consistent with National Occupant Protection Use Survey 

(NOPUS) procedures, the counter identified the driver and passenger as belted only if the counter 

observed a shoulder seat belt across the front of his/her body. 

The field crews were successful in identifying seat belt use in over 90% of vehicles observed. They 

observed a total of 19,403 vehicles during the survey periods, and were able to determine seat belt 

use for 19,114 vehicles (Table 1). The results discussed in this report pertain only to those 19,114 

vehicles for which seat belt use was definitely determined.

Table 1– 2010 SJTPO Seat Belt Survey Sample Size

Atlantic Cape May Cumberland Salem TOTAL

All Motorists 11,593 4,195 5,460 2,111 23,359

Drivers (Total) 9,525 3,377 4,473 1,739 19,114

Passengers (Total) 2,068 818 987 372 4,245



Figure 3 provides a summary of the seat belt data collected at the 78 sites. The individual data from 

which this figure was generated can be found in Appendix A. As indicated on Figure 3 and in Table 2, 

93% of motorists in the SJTPO region wore seat belts in 2010. The survey further indicates that 92% 

of drivers and 94% of passengers used seat belts. From 2009 to 2010, seat belt use among drivers 

increased by three percentage points, and by two percentage points for passengers 

The 2010 use rate for all motorists (both drivers and front seat passengers) is one percentage point 

above the rate of 92% reported for the State of New Jersey in 2009, and well above the national  

average of 84% for the same year (National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Traffic Safety Facts, 

May 2010).
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Seat Belt Use

2010 SITES
Driver Seat Belt On

70%-76.9%
77%-88.9%
89%-93.9%
94%-100%

Fig. 3– % Driver Seat Belt On

Table 2– Total Seat Belt Use for SJTPO Region

2008 2009 2010

All Motorists 91% 90% 93%

Drivers 91% 89% 92%

Passengers 93% 92% 94%
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Seat belt use has increased in New Jersey every year between 2001 and 

2009, going from 77.6% to 92.7% in that time span. The increase from 

2008 to 2009 was relatively small, at only 0.9%. It should be noted that 

New Jersey is a “primary enforcement law” state and motorists can be 

pulled over by the police and ticketed simply for not using their seat belts. 

In “secondary enforcement” states, a motorist can be ticketed for not using 

seat belts only if stopped for another violation. Seat belt use in primary 

enforcement states as of 2009 was 87%, versus 80% in secondary enforce-

ment states. Primary enforcement states in the Mid-Atlantic region include 

New Jersey, New York and Delaware.

All Motorists

Drivers

Passengers

Graph 1– Seat Belt Use for SJTPO Region



Driver seat belt use was greatest in Atlantic County at 94%, followed by Cumberland County at 92%, 

Cape May County at 91% and Salem at 89% (Table 3 and Graph 2). This is the fourth time in the 

five-year count history that Atlantic County has had the highest rate, or been tied for the highest rate 

of use. The rate of use in Cape May County is the second time it has not had the lowest rate, although 

the difference between it and Salem County – at 89% - was minor. All Counties experienced in an 

increase in seat belt usage, with Atlantic County having the greatest increase from 2009 to 2010,  

with a difference of 4%. 
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Seat Belt Use by Drivers

Graph 2– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by County

County 2008 2009 2010

Atlantic 91% 90% 94%

Cape May 87% 88% 91%

Cumberland 92% 90% 92%

Salem 93% 87% 89%

TOTAL 91% 89% 92%

Table 3– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by County

2008

2009

2010



Table 4 breaks down seat belt use within each county by area type: urban, suburban, or rural. 

Following the methodology established by NOPUS, area type was determined subjectively, and not by 

objective criteria, such as population density or Census classification for the municipality. As stated 

in Safety Belt Use in 2003: Demographic Characteristics (NHTSA), “NOPUS urbanization categories tend 

to reflect the characteristics of the immediate area surrounding a site, as opposed to the population 

density of the city or town in which the site is located. For instance, a developed downtown area of a 

sparsely-populated town might well be classified as suburban or rural (although not likely “urban”).” 

The same approach was used on this survey.
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Seat Belt Use by Drivers– Area Type

County 2008 2009 2010

Atlantic 91% 90% 94%

Urban 91% 89% 91%

Suburban 91% 90% 95%

Rural 91% 90% 94%

Cape May 87% 88% 91%

Urban 84% 87% 88%

Suburban 90% 89% 94%

Rural 85% 90% 93%

Cumberland 92% 90% 92%

Urban 90% 88% 92%

Suburban 95% 91% 94%

Rural 91% 89% 88%

Salem 93% 87% 89%

Urban 89% 79% 87%

Suburban 95% 90% 86%

Rural 92% 89% 92%

TOTAL 91% 89% 92%

Urban 90% 88% 91%

Suburban 92% 90% 94%

Rural 90% 90% 93%

Table 4– Seat Belt Use  
by Area Type & County– Drivers

As indicated in Table 4, seat belt  

use by drivers is highest in suburban 

areas in the SJTPO region at 94%, 

followed by rural areas at 93% and 

urban areas at 91%. Similarly, the 

greatest increase in area type was 

seen for suburban areas, which 

increased by four percentage points 

over 2009. The highest use rate for 

any geographic area was for the 

suburban areas in Atlantic County,  

at 95%.



Graph 3– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by Gender

Table 5 provides seat belt use for drivers by gender. Reflecting established 

trends in the SJTPO region, seat belt use is higher for females than for 

males, at 96% versus 90%. This difference of 6% is a 3% increase from 

the difference between the genders in 2009. 
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Seat Belt Use by Drivers– Gender

Table 5– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by Gender

2008 2009 2010

Male 88% 88% 90%

Female 95% 91% 96%

TOTAL 91% 89% 92%

SEAT BELT USE 
REMAINED  

HIGHER FOR  
FEMALES THEN 

MALES.

Male

Female

Total



Graph 4– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by Road Type

Table 6 indicates seat belt use for drivers by road type. Seat belt use is highest on private driveways 

(shopping centers, etc.), at 98%. This is the fifth year in a row in which seat belt use is highest, or 

tied for highest, on private driveways. Seat belt use on state roadways has risen 17 percentage points 

since 2006.
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Seat Belt Use by Drivers– Road Type

Table 6– Seat Belt Use (Drivers) by Road Type

2008 2009 2010

State 92% 90% 93%

County 90% 89% 92%

Municipal 89% 89% 93%

Private 92% 96% 98%

TOTAL 91% 89% 92%

2008

2009

2010



Table 7 indicates that seat belt use by passengers was highest in Atlantic 

County, at 95%. Cape May County saw the largest increase in seat belt use 

since 2008, rising by 6 percentage points. From 2009 to 2010, seat belt 

use by passengers declined in Salem County from 91% to 90% and in Cape 

May County from 95% to 93%. A decline among any geographic area or 

demographic group is unusual in the SJTPO region.
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Seat Belt Use by Passengers– County

County 2008 2009 2010

Atlantic 94% 92% 95%

Cape May 87% 95% 93%

Cumberland 95% 88% 93%

Salem 95% 91% 90%

TOTAL 93% 92% 94%

Table 7– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by County

SEAT BELT USE  
IN PASSENGERS  

DECLINED IN  
SALEM & CAPE 
MAY COUNTIES



PASSENGER  
SEAT BELT USE  
HIGHEST IN THE 

SUBURBAN AREAS
OF ATLANTIC 

COUNTY

Table 8 provides seat belt use for passengers among area types.  

As is true of drivers, seat belt use is highest in suburban areas,  

at 95%. In rural areas, use was 94%, followed by urban areas at 92%.  

Use was highest in the suburban areas of Atlantic County at 96%.  

This result also corresponds to highest use areas for drivers.
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Seat Belt Use by Passengers– Area Type

County 2008 2009 2010

Atlantic 94% 92% 95%

Urban 95% 92% 93%

Suburban 94% 92% 96%

Rural 91% 93% 96%

Cape May 87% 95% 93%

Urban 80% 92% 92%

Suburban 91% 98% 94%

Rural 92% 98% 95%

Cumberland 95% 88% 93%

Urban 96% 89% 94%

Suburban 97% 88% 94%

Rural 84% 83% 89%

Salem 95% 91% 90%

Urban 92% 82% 82%

Suburban 97% 88% 90%

Rural 96% 92% 92%

TOTAL 93% 92% 94%

Urban 93% 91% 92%

Suburban 94% 92% 95%

Rural 92% 93% 94%

Table 8– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by Area Type



Graph 5– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by Gender

Consistent with driver trends, female passengers wear seat belts at a greater rate, 96%, than male 

passengers at 89% (Table 9). Of note, however, use by male passengers remained stagnant between 

2009 and 2010, while use by female passengers increased two percentage points. 
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Seat Belt Use by Passengers– Gender

Table 9– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by Gender

2008 2009 2010

Male 90% 89% 89%

Female 96% 94% 96%

TOTAL 93% 92% 94%

Male

Female

Total



Graph 6– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by Road Type

Seat belt use by passengers was quite consistent across different roadway types, as seen in Table 10. 

Use was 94% on state roadways, 95% on municipal roadways, and 93% on county and private road-

ways. The previous year, seat belt use by passengers had been lowest on county roadways, at 90%. 
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Seat Belt Use by Passengers– Road Type

Table 10– Seat Belt Use (Passengers) by Road Type

2008 2009 2010

State 94% 94% 94%

County 93% 90% 93%

Municipal 93% 92% 95%

Private 93% 100% 93%

TOTAL 93% 92% 94%

2008

2009

2010



Table 11 indicates the number of motorists using hand-held cell phones while driving and talking on 

their cell phone. Figure 4 presents a schematic of their distribution within the SJTPO region. Cell 

phone use by drivers increased one percentage point from 2008 to 2009, and one percentage point 

between 2009 and 2010.
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Cell Phone Use

2010 SITES
Driver Cell On

0%-2.5%
2.6%-4.5%
4.6%-6.5%
6.6%-9%

Fig. 4– Cell Phone Use

Table 11– Hand-Held Cell Phone Use by Gender

2008 2009 2010

Male 3% 4% 5%

Female 4% 5% 5%

TOTAL 3% 4% 5%
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For the previous four years of this survey, the rate of cell phone use has been higher for females than 

for males. 2010 is the first year that cell phone usage rates were the same for males as they were for 

females, at 5%. 

Interestingly, hand-held cell phone use at a national level also maintained its level at 6 percent in 

2007 and 2008 (NHTSA, Traffic Safety Facts, September 2009). As of June 30, 2008 five states in 

addition to New Jersey – California, Connecticut, New York, Utah and Washington – plus the District of 

Columbia had laws on the books banning the use of hand-held cell phones while driving. 

As seen in Table 12, cell phone use was tied and was highest in Atlantic, Cape May and Cumberland 

Counties, at 5%. Salem County had a cell phone use rate of 2%. 

County 2008 2009 2010

Atlantic 3% 4% 5%

Cape May 3% 4% 5%

Cumberland 3% 6% 5%

Salem 3% 4% 2%

TOTAL 3% 4% 5%

Table 12– Hand-Held Cell Phone Use by County


