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Abstract

Background: Seat belts have been proven as one of the most successful means of preventing or reducing injuries to
occupants of cars during an accident. This paper examines the reasons behind the non-compliance of the seat belt law
in Malaysia and suggests possible measures to get the percentage of seat belt usage up higher.

Methods: Various databases of articles were searched for seat belt usage in Malaysia, related legislation, related acci-
dent data, type of injuries and reviewed to put forth the need for a new measure to increase the usage of seat belts in
Malaysia.

Results: In various studies carried out previously, car occupants (driver and front passenger) used the seat belts main-
ly with the knowledge that seat belts prevents injuries, the fear of being fined by the authorities, comfortability of the
seat belt, speed of travel, trip purpose and driving location. However, when these factors are removed, seat belts usage
starts becoming lax. Other reasons were driving short distance (known location), forgetfulness and were in a hurry.
Conclusion: Enforcement of seat belt usage by either the Police or Road Transport Department is only a short term
solution. The relevant agencies are urged to consider making compulsory for all car makers in Malaysia to enable a
system where the car would not be able to start without the seat belt being fixed first for the driver and passenger and
to make auto seat belt fixing enabled in the car when the driver and or passenger enters the car.
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Introduction

Road traffic related injuries are fast becoming a
major worldwide public health concern. High in-
come and developed countries have made great
strides to address these problems unlike many de-
veloping or lower income countries, which just do

not have the resources to address this problem (1).

Road traffic related accidents is fast becoming one
of the main reasons of injuries and fatalities in
Malaysia. Worldwide every year, the World Health

Organisation (WHO) estimates that close to one
million people are fatally injured, three million
people are severely disabled for life and thirty mil-
lions are injured in road traffic accidents (2).Cars,
motorcycles, lorries and busses typically make up
the majority of traffic on Malaysian roads. It is
estimated that there will be over 20 fatalities per
100,000 people by the year 2020 in Malaysia (3). A
Head injury is the major reason behind these fatal-
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ities in car accidents where it makes up of more
than 56.4% of these fatalities. With this reason in
mind, the most important injury control strategy
for people in cars is the restraint of their head and
body in its initial position. Thus, one of the most
effective and successful ways to reduce accident
fatalities in Malaysia is with the constant use of
seat belts by the car occupants (4). Wearing a seat
belt has been a proven intervention for safety on
the road, as seat belts are able to reduce and con-
trol the number of fatal and injuries among car
occupants. Vehicle accidents can never be totally
wiped out. However, the use of protective
measures such as seat belts will help to reduce the
number of death and injuries during accidents (5).
The use of a seatbelt can reduce the risk of fatality
among front passengers by 45% to 50% (0).

Seatbelts has been recognised all over the world as
one of the most effective means of reducing the
risks of fatal and non-fatal injuries during acci-
dents (7, 8). The Motor Vehicles (Safety Seatbelts)
Rules 1978 is the governing law for the use of seat
belts in vehicles in Malaysia (6). The Malaysian
seat belt laws were enacted in the 1970s to try to
bring down the severity of injuries faced by car
drivers and passengers when they meet in an acci-
dent (4). Back in the sixties Malaysia, many of the
car manufacturers were not yet including seat belts
as a standard in the cars that were sold. Instead,
seat belts were mainly put into cars as an option.
As such, many people chose not include the seat
belt, as they did not want to pay extra money for
their cars. The government realising this, decided
to enact the mandatory seat belt law to force the
car manufacturers to install seat belts into their
cars and to force car owners to use their seat belts
that came with their new cars. As time has passed
occupant safety has come to the forefront of both
governments and vehicle manufacturers (6). The
Malaysian Motor Vehicles (Safety Seatbelts) Rules
1978 states that cars manufactured on November
Ist 1977 onwards had to have seat belt fixed to
the front seats. It also states that cars registered
from 1st January 1967 and the 31st October 1977
had to have seat belts retrofitted to the front seats
(9). The government ran campaigns in the news-
papers, televisions and radio to educate the public
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on the use of seat belts in their cars. Soon, all new
cars had seat belts and the cars manufactured be-
fore the 1960s were being phased out. As such in
the 21st century today almost 35 years after the
seat belt law was introduced in Malaysia, all cars
have at least the front seats with seat belts with
many cars manufactured from the 90s onwards
having rear seat belts as well. Recently the gov-
ernment of Malaysia introduced the rear seat belt
law (6). There is also overwhelmingly positive evi-
dence that whenever a country passed the manda-
tory seat belt law, the rate of deaths and injuries in
automobile accidents reduced drastically (10)
Close to 40% of all vehicles on the road are made
up of cars. However, there have not been much
studies being carried out to address under usage of
seat belts in Malaysia issue. There are articles in
the newspapers, advertisements in the newspapers
and internet that advocate car occupants’ safety by
reminders to use always the seat belt. However, a
general observation is that not everyone adheres
to this law. This paper reviews the reasons behind
the noncompliance of the Malaysian seat belt law
and suggests possible remedial action in getting
the seat to be worn by the occupants of the car.

Methods

Various Universities databases and other data-
bases such as Springer Online, BioMed Central,
PubMed, Taylor and Francis, Elsevier and MI-
ROS were searched with specific search terminol-
ogies (11). The keywords searched were seatbelts,
Malaysia, accidents, injury, fatalities, legislation,
wotldwide. The research screened covered a time
span of between the years 1982 to 2013. This large
span of time was taken in order to ensure that we
have covered all possible research done in this
field (12). The inclusion criteria were seat belt us-
age (compliance) in Malaysia, seat belt and safety
related legislation in Malaysia and around the
world, related accident data, among adults to chil-
dren, type of injuries due to non-usage (non-
compliance) of seat belt in passenger vehicles only.
We excluded seat belt usage in other types of ve-
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hicles namely lorries, goods vehicles, busses and
other public transportation.

Results

When the driver and the car occupants take sim-
ple safety precautions and use the seat belts availa-
ble, they are increasing their survivability chance
and reduces the probability of harm caused in ac-
cidents (13). The developed countries’ experience
have shown that seat belts are the most effective
way to reduce road traffic accident related fatali-
ties where studies have shown that seat belts are
the best option available currently to mitigate the
severity of injuries during road accidents(4). Typi-
cally, during an accident, the safety belt distributes
the forces of rapid deceleration over larger and
stronger parts of the person’s body (such as the
chest, hips and shoulders). The safety belt stretch-
es slightly to slow the body down and to increase
its stopping distance. There is a significant differ-
ence between an unbelted person’s stopping dis-
tance compared to a belted person’s stopping dis-
tance that is more often than not the difference
between life and death (14). The risk of not weat-
ing seat belt could result the person in the front of
the car being thrown through the car’s windshield
into the road in front, which could be another car
ot being crushed, by their own car because of the
momentum (4). This applies to rear passengers
who also will get thrown to the front occupant’s
seat and injuring the front occupants as a result.
The rear passenger could even be thrown out of
the car in some extreme cases. When the rear pas-
senger has not buckled up, it could be potentially
dangerous to the front occupants of the car. The
risk of a front seat occupant being killed in a
frontal impact has been estimated to increase by
about three-quarters if there is an unrestrained
passenger in the seat behind them (15). It has to
be noted that a study carried out in Kuwait has
found that the fatality rate for car users who do
not use seat belts were six times greater than that
of users of seat belts of all ages in that country
(106).

As mentioned above, the seat belt law was started
to being enforced from the mid-seventies follow-
ing the passing of the Motor Vehicles (Safety
Seatbelts) Rules 1978 (6). Since that period, the
usage of seat belt would have dramatically in-
creased since the usage of seat belts in cars be-
came mandatory (6). However, Malaysia has not
carried out any nationwide data collection or study
to study the increase of seat belt usage since the
law was introduced (4, 6). There were some small-
er studies carried out on specific groups of people.
One of those studies was a study carried out on
taxi drivers in Kuala Lumpur and Selangor in the
year 1993. The results showed a seat belt usage
compliance rate of 40% from a sample of 60 taxi
drivers in Kuala Lumpur. However, the size and
type of sample was too small to be generalised as
an overview of the general population (4). The
first true effort to gauge the usage of seat belts on
a larger scale was through the Malaysian National
Health Morbidity Survey III (NHMS III) which
was carried out in 2006 (6). The NHMS III was
conducted involving 34,539 respondents above
the age of 18 years. The NHMS III was a cross-
sectional household survey of the prevalence of
chronic diseases in all states of Malaysia (17). Ac-
cording to the NHMS III, the compliance rate for
the usage of seat among the front occupant of
cars was 71.3%. There was not any mention of the
results for the patterns of compliance rate accord-
ing to category of occupants (drivers, and front
passengers), time, road type, vehicle type and gen-
der (6). One thing that is worth noting is that in
the rural areas, the usage of seat belts is lower than
the urban areas (4).

Discussion

In various studies carried out previously, the main
reasons given by the respondents for not buckling
up were that the respondents forgot to use the
seat belt, travelling a short distance, they were not
speeding, seat belt is troublesome and uncomfort-
able, they had just gotten into the car, no police
road block, cannot see the benefit of using seat
belt and were in a hurry. Other reasons given were
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seat belts were only necessary when travelling a
long distance (5, 18). It was also found that there
is a strong relationship between compliance level
of seat belt use and driving location. The studies
also found that car occupants in city enters were
more likely to use the seat belt compared with car
occupants outside city-centers. This could be due
to car occupants’ perception of lesser enforce-
ment activities outside city-centers compared to
the city-centers, which tended to have stricter en-
forcement (4, 19).

It has also been noted that younger car users such
as a teenage driver and their teenage front seat
passenger are less likely to use seat belts compared
to older drivers and older front seat passengers. In
previous studies carried out, it was noted that the
most of the students surveyed bulked up to pre-
vent themselves from getting injured, followed by
fear of being fined by enforcement officers. How-
ever, students who did not use seat belts said that
they were only driving for a short distance, forget-
ful, were in a hurry as reason for not buckling up
(10).

The use of the seat belts in motor vehicles has
spread all over the world due to the release of the
seat belt patent to all car manufacturers in the in-
terest of safety to mankind where almost all auto-
motive vehicle produced these days are equipped
with seat belts. It has been noted that then a vehi-
cle occupant puts on their seat belt before getting
on to the road, they will stand to have a 50% bet-
ter chance of surviving an accident (20). Road
traffic injuries and deaths can be reduced by en-
forcing appropriate behaviours, which is not diffi-
cult. In developed countries like Finland, seat belt
usage increased dramatically through enforcement
of the law (21). In a study carried out in Canada,
they were able to prove that school age children
who were wearing seat belts were less severely in-
jured in the event that they met in an car accident,
irrespective of type of restraint (lap-torso or lap
belt) or the position of the child in the car (front
passenger or rear left seat) (22). A study was car-
ried out in Saudi Arabia after the enactment of the
seat belt law, showed a drop in the number of cer-
tain types of traffic accident related injuries (23).
In another previous study carried out, it was
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found that when a driver of a car uses their seat
belt, the passenger will most likely to follow suit.
This is true conversely as well where the passen-
gers will most likely not use their seat belts when
the driver does not use the seat belt (24). In a
study carried out on students of Malaysian univer-
sities, 93.6% of the respondents understood the
necessity of using seat belts but the rest of the re-
spondent would use seat belts due to it being
compulsory (25).

It was also noted that the creation of a full-fledged
seat belt law covering both the front and rear pas-
sengers of a vehicle is necessary and important
due to the fact of the increased risk posed by un-
restrained rear-seat passengers onto the front pas-
sengers (20). The original seat belt law of 1978
originally covered driver and front seat passenger
and did not cover the rear passengers. However,
compulsory usage or the rear seat belt became law
on January 1% 2009. The government of Malaysia
gave a grace period of 3 years to get older cars
retrofitted with rear seat belt and from the 1% of
January 2013, rear seatbelts was compulsory for all
cars. However, the take up to the rear seat belt
usage is still low. In a study conducted in Malaysia
previously, the respondents perceived the risk of
being injured in the rear seat during an accident of
being so low that they felt they did not need to
use the rear seat belt (18). An interesting point to
note that in Singapore, the law does state that
when a child below 8 years old is seated in the rear
they are required to be in a child restraint if a rear
seat belt is available (27). Many countries around
the world have managed to achieve a high rate of
seat belt use. These achievements were mainly the
result of the implementation of a wide range of
strategies covering both behavioral and vehicle-
based solutions (14).

In studies carried out in Malaysia and Turkey, in-
creased level of education among the respondents
leads to higher rate of seat belt usage and hence a
smaller rate of crashes and crash severities (4),
(19). Prevention and control with emphasis on
behavioural changes, education and law enforce-
ment may reduce the number of road accidents in
the future. Hence, we need to start early with edu-
cating future drivers in Malaysia on the need to
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use seat belts at all times (28). We need to start
educating the children whilst they are still studying
in schools to emphasise the importance of seat
belts in ensuring road safety as these children and
adolescents are the ones who will eventually be-
come future road users. Continues learning will
benefit these future road users in the long run and
it should be taught from an early age (28, 29). Cer-
tain countries have had success with the use of
educational material such as posters encouraging
the use of seat belts. Turkey has had success with
the properly designed education materials posters
to highlight the use of seat belts (30).

Laws governing the mandatory use of seat belts
are important to regulate the usage of seat belts.
However, additional interventions might be neces-
sary to get more people to buckle up when in the
car. A study was carried out where the use of de-
vice with pedal accelerator back force will limit the
speed of the car when the drivers do not put on
their seat belts. Once the driver puts on his seat
belt, the force of the device relinquished. This
study results showed that the pedal back force de-
vice achieved 100% compliance within 25 seconds
and as such is a good (13, 31).

Conclusion

Enforcement of seat belt usage by either the Po-
lice or Road Transport Department can only be a
short-term solution. Technological intervention is
needed. The relevant agencies are urged to con-
sider making compulsory for all carmakers in Ma-
laysia to enable a system where the car would not
be able to start without the seat belt being fixed
first for the driver and passenger. A more ad-
vanced solution is to make auto seat belt fixing
enabled in the car when the driver and / or pas-
senger enter the car or accelerator back force.
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