
Five Steps for Correct Use  

Selection 
 

Select the car seat, booster seat, or seat belt that is right for the child’s age, weight, height, and 
developmental needs. The right car seat, booster seat, or seat belt fits the child and the car, and 
will be used correctly every trip - every time.  Not only will the child ride as safely as possible, a 
child who is secured during every ride will establish a foundation for a lifelong habit of seat belt use 
every time the child travels. 
 

 Select a car seat with an adjustable harness height to offer options for rapidly growing children. 

 Some car seats have adjustable positions for crotch straps for a better fit as the child grows. 

 Booster seats keep the lap belt from causing injury to a child’s abdomen and keeps the shoulder 
belt in the proper position to provide upper body protection. 

 Seat belts can be used to safely secure children when the lap belt stays low and snug across the 
upper thighs and the shoulder belt crosses the center of the chest and shoulder.   

 

Selecting the correct child restraint type is the first step in making sure a child is safe in the vehicle. Be 
aware of height and weight limits as a child grows. When in doubt, contact a child passenger safety 
technician in your community. 

Selection: Choose the Right Car Seat 
 Always read the car seat instructions and the vehicle owner’s manual. 

 Always check the minimum and maximum weight allowed for a car seat. 
Select a car seat that is correct for the child’s weight and height. 

 Select a car seat with an adjustable harness height to offer options for children as they grow. 
 

Car Seat & Booster Seats that Have Been Involved in a Crash 
 Always follow the car seat manufacturer’s instructions for guidelines on             

when the car seat or booster seat must be replaced. 

 National Highway Traffic Safety Administration recommends that child safety                       
seats be replaced following a moderate or severe crash.  

 Replacement after a minor crash is not always necessary. Minor crashes meet all of the following criteria: 

 The vehicle was able to be driven away from the crash site. 

 The vehicle door nearest the safety seat was undamaged. 

 There were no injuries to any of the vehicle occupants. 

 The air bags, if present, did not deploy. 

 There is no visible damage to the safety seat. 

Direction 
 

For the best possible protection, secure children in a rear-facing 
car seat until 2 years of age or until the maximum weight or 
height allowed by the manufacturer of the car seat.  
 

Rear-facing: 
 Always secure children younger than 1 year of age in a rear-facing 
car seat.   

 The child should remain in a rear-facing car seat to the highest 
weight or height allowed by the manufacturer’s instructions.  

 If a child outgrows a rear-facing only car seat before age 2, use  
a rear-facing convertible car seat to the highest weight or 
height allowed by the manufacturer.    

 

Forward-Facing: 
When children outgrow a rear-facing car seat, secure them in a 
forward-facing  car seat with a harness for as long as possible,      
up to the highest weight or height allowed by the manufacturer     
of the car seat.  
 

        Rear-facing:    

 The shell of the car seat absorbs the forces of the crash 
across the entire head, neck and back. 

Forward-facing:   

 The harness absorbs the forces of a crash and holds the 
child in the vehicle. 

 

Car Seat  
Instructions 

 Rear-Facing: Select a car seat that allows the child’s head to be at least one-inch (1”) 
from the top of the back of the car seat.   

 Forward-Facing: Select a car seat where the mid-point of the head or the top of the ears are not above the top 
of the shell of the car seat.  

 Belt–Positioning Booster Seat: Select a booster seat that positions the vehicle’s lap belt low and snug of the 
hips/upper thighs and the shoulder belt across the center of the child’s shoulder and chest. 

 Seat Belt: Select a lap and shoulder belt when the child is: 
✓ Tall enough to sit on the vehicle seat without slouching. 
✓ Able to keep their back against the vehicle seat back. 
✓ Able to sit with their knees naturally bent over the front edge of the vehicle seat. 
✓ Able to keep their feet flat on the floor. 

Vehicle Owner’s 
Manual 

Turning your child forward-facing too soon:  
 

Turning a child forward-facing before age two can result in 
head, neck or spinal cord injury in a crash due to their 
undeveloped bodies. 

 Keep children in a rear-facing car seat 
until they reach age 2 or the maximum 
weight or height limit recommended 
by the car seat manufacturer. 

 Rear-facing car seats distribute the 
forces of a crash across the entire head 
and body of the child. The shell of the 
car seat absorbs the crash forces. 

 Rear-facing car seats support the head, 
neck and back. Traveling rear-facing is 
safer than forward-facing. 

 Transfer a child who has outgrown a rear-facing only car seat 
to a rear-facing convertible car seat until the maximum weight 
or height is reached. 

 



Install the Car Seat in the Right 
Seating Position in the Car 
 There may be many seating positions in  a 

vehicle, not all are suitable to secure a car 
seat. 

 The car seat manufacturer instructions 
and/or the vehicle owner’s manual may 
not permit securing a car seat in certain 
seating positions. 

 Some vehicle manufacturers do not allow 
a car seat to be secured in the center 
seating position in a back seat. 

 Select a seating position that allows for 
correct use of the car seat following the 
car seat and vehicle manufacturer’s 
instructions. 

 Weight limits on lower anchors and tether 
anchor locations may affect the seating 
position choice. 

Location 
 

All children younger than age 13                              
should ride in a back seat.  

 

 Never place a rear-facing car seat in 
the front vehicle seat if the passenger
-side front air bag is turned on. 

 Read and follow car seat manufacturer’s 
instructions and the vehicle owner’s 
manual to determine the effect of side-
impact airbags. 

Installation 
 

Always read and follow the car seat instructions   
and vehicle owner’s manual.  

 

Seat Belt/LATCH 

 Car seat should be secured with the vehicle seat belt 
or lower anchor connector routed through the 
correct belt path. 

 Seat belt/lower anchor connector is tight and locked 
in place allowing no more than 1-inch of side-to-side 
movement when pulled at the belt path. 

 The installation should be checked for tightness each 
time the car seat is used. 

 Always use the tether when installing a car seat 
forward-facing with the seat belt or lower anchors. 

Install the Car Seat in the Right Way 
 Read and follow the car seat  

manufacturer’s instructions for the 
correct rear-facing or forward-facing 
angle position; reclined, semi-reclined, 
or upright angle. 

 Secure the rear-facing car seat with the 
vehicle seat belt or lower anchors. 

 Secure the forward-facing car seat with the seat belt or lower 
anchors and the tether, following manufacturer’s 
instructions. 

 Secure a booster seat with a lap and shoulder belt. 

Harnessing 
 

Always read and follow the car seat instructions.  
 

Harness 

 Harness straps are snugly secured to hold the child in the car seat 
during a crash. 
✓ “A snug strap should not allow any slack. It lies in a relatively 

straight line without sagging. It does not press on the child’s 
flesh or push the child’s body into an un-natural position.” 

 Harness retainer clip is positioned at armpit level. 

Correct Harness Tips 
Correct shoulder harness height is critical to being fully secured and 
reducing the child's movement in the event of a sudden stop or 
crash. The less movement that occurs, the less violent forces the child 
feels in the collision. The harness: 

 Keeps the child in the car seat during a crash. 

 Contacts the strongest parts of the child’s body. 

 Spreads the crash forces. 

 Manages the crash forces when correctly positioned. 

 Protects the head, brain and spinal cord.  
Always follow the car seat instructions on correct harness position.  

Five Steps for Correct Use  

Securing a child in the front seat: 
 NEVER place a rear-facing car seat in 

front of an active passenger-side front 
seat air bag.   

 If it is necessary to secure a forward-
facing car seat in the front seat, be sure to 
turn the air bag off or move the vehicle 
seat back as far as possible, away from the 
air bag.  

General Method to Obtain a Tight Installation 
 Place the car seat on the vehicle seat in the correct direction. 

 Thread and tighten the seat belt or lower anchor connectors 
through the correct belt path. 

 Buckle and lock the seat belt or attach the connectors to the 
lower anchors in the vehicle. Tighten to ensure the car seat 
does not move more than one-inch when checked at the belt 
path. 

 Attach and tighten the tether with the seat belt or lower 
anchor connectors on a forward-facing car seat. 

Make sure the car seat  
does not move from            
side-to-side or front-to-back  
more than 1-inch when 
pulled at the belt path. 

Four steps to correctly place a child in a car seat.  
1. Child is seated all the way back in a car seat. The child’s back and 

bottom should be in contact with the back and bottom of the car seat.  
2. Place the harness straps in the correct harness slots for the child.  

 Rear-Facing: The harness is placed AT or BELOW 

                                   the child’s shoulders.  

 Forward-Facing: The harness is placed AT or ABOVE 

                                           the child’s shoulders.  

3. Buckle and tighten the harness straps snugly.  
4. Place the harness retainer clip at armpit level.  

How Tight Should the Harness Be? 
 

The harness should pass 
the ‘pinch test’; when 
pinching the harness 
webbing vertically at the 
shoulder with the thumb 
and forefinger, your 
fingers should slide off 
easily and you should 
not be able to pinch any 
webbing between them. 
 

The harness should lie flat, and fit snugly (not uncomfortable) at the 
child’s shoulders and hips. 


