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Abstract
The paper presents empirical results from a cross-sectional survey of car users in the Accra
metropolis, regarding their seat belt usage. Primary data was generated through direct road
side observations simultaneously with short self-reported attitudinal surveys. The use of seat
belt was observed to be impressively higher among surveyed drivers. Seat belt usage is a
function of gender, age and levels of education of drivers. In addition, the vehicle usage type,
driving location and driving times were critical determinants of seat belt use. The need to
ensure drivers’ personal safety and to comply with traffic regulations explain high seat belt
use while discomfort and forgetfulness generally explain for non-use of seat belts. The paper
cautions against complacency and suggests practical and effective strategies to continuously
reduce the dangers associated with road traffic accidents.
Keywords: Seatbelt, Road side observations, Self-reported attitudinal surveys, Accra
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Introduction
An estimated 1.25 million lives are lost through road traffic accidents annually. By 2030,
injuries from road traffic accidents will be the 7th major cause of death globally (WHO, 2016).
In economic terms, road traffic crashes lead to an estimated USD 518 billion per annum (Peden
et al., 2004; Jacobs et al., 2000). However, when seat belts are used consistently, traffic-related
fatalities and injuries are reduced significantly (Popoola et al., 2013; Evans and Bloomfield,
2004; Cummings et al., 2003). In fact, the seat belt can save about 40-50% of front-seated and
25-75% of rear-seated car occupants respectively (Popoola et al., 2013; WHO, 2009). Seat belt
use in the rich and industrialised countries of North America and Western Europe are generally
high, with Routley et al., (2007) reporting compliance rates to be as high as 79% and 95%
respectively for front and rear-seat car occupants.
Among the poor and non-industrialised countries, notably Africa, earlier studies have produced
varied results. Olukuga and Noah (2005) report that as high as 81% of South African drivers
are seat belt compliant, while in Nigeria the use of seat belt is very low; with Benin City
recording 18.7% (Sangowawa et al., 2010), and 27.3% in Makurdi (Popoola et al., 2013). It is
therefore not surprising that, with about 28.3 deaths per 100,000 people, Africa’s traffic-related
deaths remain the highest globally, even though the number of motor vehicles on the continent
are relatively fewer. Also, studies have shown that about 1-3% of Africa’s gross national
productivity is used to cover accident-related costs (Peltzer, 2011; Peden et al., 2004; Odero et
al., 1997).
As one of the many poor African countries, seat belt usage appears to be very low in Ghana,
with earlier studies, including Densu and Salifu (2013) and Afukaar et al., (2010) concluding
that only 18.6% and 17.6% respectively of drivers consistently buckled up in Kumasi –
Ghana’s second largest city.
Meanwhile, there are laws, notably, the Road Traffic Act of 2004 (Act 683) and the Road
Traffic Regulations of 2012 (LI 2180) which mandate seat belt use by car users. Among other
regulations, section 13 of Act 683, for instance, states:
A person of 18 years or above who:
a)

Drives a motor vehicle on a road, or
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b)

Sits on the front or rear seat of a motor vehicle being driven on a road without
wearing a seat belt commits an offence [emphasis mine] and is liable on
summary conviction to a fine not exceeding 100 penalty units1 or to a term of
imprisonment not exceeding 6 months or to both.

Also, Section 119 of LI 2180 affirms the earlier provisions noted in the Act 683. Among others,
it states:
a)

A person shall not drive a motor vehicle, unless the motor vehicle is fitted with
a seatbelt.

b)

A person shall not drive a motor vehicle on a road or sit in the front or rear seat
of a motor vehicle being driven on a road without wearing a seatbelt.

These laws, however, are seldom enforced (WHO, 2009), resulting in increasing road traffic
deaths and injuries. For instance, between January and June 2017, road traffic accidents in
Ghana resulted in 1059 deaths and 5997 injuries (National Road Safety Commission, 2017).
This translates into a marginal increase by 2.4% (deaths) and 13.1% (injuries) compared to
statistics tallied at the end of the first two quarters of 2016 (i.e. 1034 deaths and 5302 injuries
respectively).
As indicated earlier, studies on seat belt use by motorists in Ghana seem to have been restricted
exclusively in the Kumasi metropolis. Emphasising only the patterns of seat belt use, these
earlier studies have not empirically and adequately explained the factors that account for the
observed low seat belt use in the country. This leads to a gap in the existing body of literature
that needs to be filled. Therefore, this present paper contributes to the existing body of literature
by using evidence from Accra – Ghana’s national capital which happens to be the most
motorised, and recording the most road traffic deaths and injuries in the country. The relevance
of this paper is further underscored by the fact that the findings could assist the government of
Ghana, working through the Ministry of Transport and its allied agency –the National Road
Safety Commission as well as other non-governmental agencies to come up with relevant,
effective policies and strategies to implement the National Road Safety Strategic Plan (NRSS
III).

1

1 penalty unit is equivalent of GHS 12 or USD 2.7 as at 25th April, 2018
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The paper specifically focuses first, on the current level of seat belt use by drivers and second,
the reasons for the use or non-use of seat belts. The sole focus on drivers and the explanatory
factors behind the use of seat belt in this paper is justified by the fact that by engendering safe
attitudes among drivers, which includes seat-belting, drivers could as well positively influence
passengers to buckle up. Again, earlier studies have not empirically answered the ‘why’
question regarding seat belt use.

Methods and Materials
To ascertain motorists’ compliance to seat belt use, primary data was collected at selected busy
corridors in Accra (Ghana’s capital since 1877) and home to about 2.3 million inhabitants as
at 2015 (The CIA World Fact book, 2018). Drivers were purposefully selected at survey
locations outside of the inner city (along the Liberation Road; between the University of Ghana
and the Ghana Standards Authority office; the Lagos Avenue Road; from the Ghana Standards
Authority office through the Emmanuel Eye Clinic area). Another survey was conducted with
other motorists within the inner city, thus, along the Ring Road Central (i.e. between the
Danquah Circle and the Police Headquarters). see figure 1
Reconnaissance surveys revealed that the selected study sites were normally characterised by
heavy vehicular traffic, especially during peak hour travels.
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Figure 1: An annotated map of the study area
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Data was again generated through direct roadside observations simultaneously with short selfreported attitudinal surveys. This is because while the former provides a less biased source of
information on seat belt use (Afukaar et al., 2010; Eby et al., 2001; Li et al., 1999), the latter,
on the other hand, provides insights into the personal characteristics of survey respondents and
their attitudes towards seat belt use (following after Densu and Salifu, 2013; Christmas et al.,
2008). Three days (i.e. 11th, 13th and 15th of April 2016) were earmarked for the field exercises.
Data was collected during the morning (06:00hrs-08:00hrs) and evening (17:00hrs-19:00hrs)—
the peak periods—by final year students reading Transportation Geography at the University
of Ghana under the direct supervision of the author. Formal instructions by the author, as well
as practical in-house demonstrations with the students, ensured that the actual field interviews
and observations took less time and resulted in higher participation by respondents, as has been
cautioned by Popoola et al. (2013) and Odero (1996).
The observations generated data on seat belt use status of drivers. In addition, sampled drivers
were interviewed with questionnaires on items such as their attitudes towards the safety of
other passengers regarding their seat belt usage. Socio-demographic data on gender, age and
education were also collected. The data was analysed using SPSS 18 software. The analyses
include cross-tabulations to show variations in seat belt use according to vehicle classification,
gender, age, level of education, survey location as well as trip periods. The Pearson’s chisquare was used to test the statistical significance between seat belt use and these independent
variables. The Odds Ratio was calculated using the Forced Entry Method in logistic regression
analysis. This allows all the predictor variables to be tested simultaneously while controlling
for multi-collinearity.

Results
Overview of Respondents
A total of five hundred and fifteen (515) cars were surveyed and their drivers interviewed. In
terms of the vehicle types that were observed, the trotro2 (39.2%) dominated. Trotros and taxis
which serve as collective public transport for commercial purposes (70.9%) were found to
constitute a majority percentage of the total sample. Majority of the survey respondents were

2

Trotro (singular) or trotros (plural) is a local Ghanaian word, deriving its meaning from ‘Three Pence’,
which used to be the public transport fares charged for commuting in Bedford ‘mummy trucks’
sometime back in the late 1950s and 1960s in GAMA (see Agyemang, 2015; Abane, 2011)
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males (93.8%). The median age of surveyed drivers was 36 years. ‘Young drivers’, that is,
those who were 36 years and below dominated the sample (55.9%). Most of the drivers (67.2%)
had ‘low’ educational background. This means that their highest educational status is at the
senior high school level (SHS). Drivers who had attained higher education at the tertiary level
were in the minority. Drivers who were observed along the Lagos Avenue Road (42.9%) in
Accra constituted a majority of the total.

Patterns of Seat Belt Compliance
Table 1 shows compliance level of seat belt usage by respondents. As high as 84.1% of drivers
were observed to have buckled up their seat belts. Seat belt use among private car drivers was
significantly (p<0.05) higher than commercial drivers. This notwithstanding, it is remarkable
to note that as high as 81.6% of sampled commercial drivers use seat belts. Table 1 further
shows a statistically significant relationship between gender and seat belt use (p<0.05);
education and seat belt use (p<0.05) as well as trip periods and seat belt use (p<0.05). This
implies that gender, level of education, together with the time (during the day) motorists drive
significantly predict the use of seat belts or otherwise. Age of respondents and survey locations
were however not found to be significant predictors of seat belt use.
Table 1: Observed seat belt use among selected drivers in the Accra metropolis
Descriptor
All Vehicles
Vehicle
classification
Commercial
Private
Gender
Male
Female
Age groups
Young
Old
Level of education
Low
High
Survey location
Inner City
Outer City
Trip periods
Morning
Evening

No. Observed
515

No. (%) belted
433 (84.1)

p-value
0.01

365
150

298 (81.6)
135 (90.0)

483
32

402 (83.2)
31 (96.9)

0.04
0.65
288
227

244 (84.7)
189 (83.3)

346
169

282 (81.5)
151 (89.3)

168
347

136 (81.0)
297 (85.6)

0.02
0.17
0.02
307
208

267 (87.0)
166 (79.8)
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In order to identify subgroups that were less likely to use seat belts, person/vehicle
characteristics (i.e. gender, age groups, education and vehicle classification) were regressed
separately, while adjusting for travel characteristics (i.e. survey locations and trip periods). This
was done basically to ascertain how the use of seat belt varies across these person/vehicle
characteristics in the respective study locations and times of the day respondents were observed
driving. The result is presented in Table 2.
Table 2: Logistic regression analysis of variables associated with observed seat belt use in
Accra
Study Site
Trip Period
(Outer City)
Predictors
Vehicle
classification

Gender

Age

Level of
education

Subgroups

Odds
ratio

P- value

Commercial

2.13

0.01**

Private

0.58

0.35

Male

1.34

Female

(Evening)
95%

CI

(%)

Odds
ratio

P-value

95%

CI

(%)

0.58

0.04**

0.18-1.84

0.96

0.95

0.29-3.23

0.25

0.81-2.22

0.63

0.06

0.39-1.03

0.00

0.99

-

0.00

0.99

-

Young

1.96

0.05

0.99-3.85

0.89

0.75

0.45-1.77

Old

0.81

0.60

0.37-1.77

0.45

0.03**

0.22-0.92

Low

1.60

0.11

0.50

0.02**

High

0.46

0.25

1.72

0.37

1.20-3.78

0.91-2.82
0.13-1.70

0.33-0.98

0.28-0.88
0.53-5.54

Note: the reference categories for Study location and Trip period are ‘Inner City’ and
‘Morning’ respectively. **Significant at 5% level of significance
With respect to trip periods, drivers generally are less inclined to buckle up at night than in the
morning. For instance, Table 2 shows that commercial vehicle drivers are 1.7 times less likely
to buckle up in the evening than in the morning. Again, drivers who are aged 36 years and
above were 2 times less likely to use the seat belt in the evening than in the morning. Also,
drivers with low education background were 2 times less likely to buckle up in the evening
than in the morning.
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With respect to geographical location, outer city commercial drivers were two (2) times more
likely to buckle up compared to their counterparts who drive in the inner city. This means that
driving within inner city roads reduced the tendency to wear seat belts among surveyed
commercial drivers.
Table 3: Driver’s reasons for use or non-use of car seat belts
Reasons

Frequency

Personal safety during accidents

347

54.6

Adherence to the law on seat belt use

168

26.5

Personal habit

47

7.4

35

5.5

14

2.2

13

2.0

Significant others (e.g. family and peers)

5

0.8

Influence of other drivers

5

0.8

Driving over longer distances

1

0.2

Total responses

635

100

Lack of comfort when in seat belt

26

50.0

Forgetfulness

10

19.2

Fear of strangulation during accidents

4

7.7

Perception of road being safe

4

7.7

Faulty/non-availability of seat belts

3

5.8

2

3.8

Presence of airbags in car

2

3.8

Short trip distance

1

1.9

Sheer disinterest in wearing seat belt

1

1.9

Belief in God's protection against accidents

0

0.0

Total responses

52

100

Prior conviction for violating law on seat
belt
Drivers in
Seat Belt

Drivers not
in Seat Belt

Percent

Automatic prompters in vehicle
Response to road safety campaigns on seat
belt

Lack of trust in safety and design of seat
belts
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Table 3 shows results of the attitudinal survey on the part of respondents. Drivers who use seat
belts did so to ensure their own survival during accidents (54.6%), and to avoid arrest and
prosecution for non-adherence to the traffic regulations (26.5%). On the other hand, non-users
of seat belts generally ascribed discomfort (50%) and forgetfulness (19.2%) as key factors for
not buckling up.
Some non-users of seat belts were of the view that seat belts, instead of saving, could be the
cause of death to their users and that, the roads were too safe to warrant buckling up. Strangely,
none of the respondents thought religion had a part to play in their decision not to buckle up,
even though Ghanaians are generally known to be religious.

Discussion
Though road traffic accidents are inevitable, it has been proven that consistent use of seat belt
while driving can mitigate fatalities and serious injuries. In many poor countries, seat belt use
by drivers is reportedly low, particularly among commercial drivers (Afukaar et al., 2010;
Popoola et al., 2010; Kim and Yamashita, 2007). While acknowledging the fact that, the
percentage use of seat belts among private car users is higher, facts also revealed that, over
81% of commercial drivers sampled in Accra buckle up, which is not only surprising but it
happens to challenge previous reports. This may suggest that, perhaps, the concerted road
safety campaigns rolled out by the National Road Safety Commission and efforts to ensure
compliance with road safety regulations principally by the Ghana Police Service, through the
Motor Transport and Traffic Department (MTTD) and the Visibility Unit, seem to be yielding
results. Buttressing this claim, majority of drivers that comply to the use of seat belt cited road
safety consciousness and fear of arrests.
The use of seat belts was lower among male drivers compared to female drivers. This is because
females generally are risk-averse and have high-risk perception levels (Afukaar et al., 2010;
SIRC, 2004; WHO, 2002; Mizell, 1997). This may influence their decision to consistently
buckle up when driving compared to males. Commercial drivers and older drivers (i.e. those
above 36 years), as well as drivers who are less educated were found to default in use of seat
belts, particularly during the night.
Commercial drivers usually work for long hours under stressful conditions during the day.
They may, therefore, be less attentive to observing basic road safety rules, including buckling
up, since their primary focus could be just getting home to have a rest. The night is usually
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associated with poor or reduced visibility; a situation that could hamper effective enforcement
of seat belt laws by the security agencies. This may explain why non-compliant drivers to seat
belt use in Accra ‘simply forget’ or were ‘too tired’ to buckle up.
Age is usually assumed to be associated with experience. Thus, while young drivers (i.e. those
between 18-36 years) are generally known to be less experienced, underestimate traffic-related
risks and indulge in sensation-seeking behaviours, which include less use of seat belts (Zhang
et al., 2016; Afukaar et al., 2010; Rhodes & Pivik, 2011; Steinberg, 2008; Boyer, 2006; Deery,
1999; Brown & Groeger, 1988), one expects older drivers, by reason of the many years of
driving experience, to be very much aware of traffic-related risks, and ensure that they are
consistently buckled up when driving. However, a noteworthy observation made in this study
is that of a reduced likelihood among older drivers to buckle up, particularly at night. Perhaps,
older drivers, contrary to expectations, now overestimate their sense of ‘being-in-control’,
therefore decide not to wear seat belts particularly at night when tiredness may have set in and
when law enforcement is also generally minimal. Further studies are therefore needed to
understand why this negative attitude is emerging.
The data also revealed that drivers with less formal education hardly use seat belt, similar to
the study by Kulanthayan et al., (2004). Higher level of education usually translates into high
salaried jobs, and the opportunity to buy newer cars with in-built safety prompters to make
drivers buckle up. This could explain why seat belt usage among the less educated drivers is
relatively low. It has been proven elsewhere in Ghana that “media popularization of seat belt
use is generally low” (Afukaar et al., (2010, p. 287). The implication of this finding is that more
efforts need to be done to adequately inform drivers, particularly the less educated on the need
to stay safe through consistent use of seat belts.
Challenging earlier studies (Kulanthayan et al., 2004; Kim & Kim, 2003; Williams, et. al,
1996), this study discovered less use of seat belts among drivers within the inner-city. In the
attitudinal survey, discomfort was cited as one of the constraining factors to the use of seat belt.
Driving within the inner city of Accra is characterised by recurring traffic congestion with its
associated heat, noise, and stress. Drivers may, therefore, take off their seat belts to minimise
their perceived level of discomfort when stuck in traffic. Again, the slow movements could
potentially make inner-city drivers lower their perception of risks to accidents such that seat
belts are not needed any longer.
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Conclusion
In a nutshell, this paper improves the body of existing knowledge by demonstrating that,
contrary to earlier studies conducted in Kumasi-Ghana and in some other cities within the West
African sub-region, seat belt use is remarkably high among drivers in Accra. The paper also
found evidence to conclude that, among other reasons, the need to promote personal safety and
comply with road traffic regulations are the principal factors which promote the use of seat
belt. Policy actors responsible for the effective implementation of the Road Safety Strategic
Plan (NRSS III) must therefore capitalise on these noteworthy gains by further encouraging
more positive behaviour among drivers. To this end, the on-going public sensitization must be
sustained through the media, unionised driver groups and door-to-door campaigns in public
places of worship and social gatherings. Based on the findings of this study, it is recommended
that, the public outreach on road safety must emphasise on the personal safety benefits drivers
stand to derive through their consistent use of seat belts. Also, the threat of possible arrest for
non-compliance with road safety regulations, including seat belt use, must be highlighted.
Moreover, the campaigns must also specifically target low seat belt-wearing segments of the
population, including male, commercial drivers, and inner-city drivers. Finally, the law
enforcement agencies must be equipped with adequate lighting devices at night to improve
visibility to aid their law enforcement activities.
This study acknowledges two basic limitations. First, data generated over a three-day period
and only within the working days may not reflect the complete pattern of seat belt use in Accra.
Future studies should explore use of seat belt during weekends; when social activities such as
funerals and parties may produce a totally different pattern of seat belt usage among car users,
compared to what have been reported presently. Also, the use of students, rather than
professional data enumerators can introduce some errors in the primary data. However, in view
of the extensive formal and in-house demonstrations conducted prior to the field survey, this
limitation may not have significantly affected the quality of the data.
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