
Car Seat, Booster Seat & Seat Belt Safety: Answers to 

Parents' Most Common Questions 

What car seat should my child be in based on their age or size? 

Children move through four stages: rear-facing seat, forward-facing seat with a harness, 

booster seat, then the vehicle seat belt. Keep your child in each stage until they reach 

the seat's height or weight limit. 

Where can I find my car seat's height and weight limits? 

Check the labels on the car seat and the owner's manual. The limits can be different for 

rear-facing, forward-facing, and booster use, so make sure you are looking at the right 

stage for your child. 

What is the safest car seat? Is it the most expensive one? 

Not necessarily. The safest car seat is one that fits your child, fits your vehicle, is not 

expired or damaged, and can be installed and used correctly by every caregiver on 

every trip. 

When can my child turn forward-facing? 

Keep your child rear-facing as long as possible, until they reach the car seat's rear-

facing height or weight limit. It may make you more comfortable to see them, but it is still 

safer for them to ride rear-facing. 

Where is the safest spot in the back seat to put a car seat? 

The safest spot is in the back seat where the car seat can be installed correctly every 

time. That may be the middle seat, an outboard seat, or a third row. Check your vehicle 

manual. 

Can I install a car seat using both the seat belt and lower anchors? 

Usually, no. Use either the seat belt or lower anchors, not both, unless both manuals 

specifically allow it. Using both does not automatically make the seat safer. 

When should I stop using the lower anchors and switch to the seat belt? 

Lower anchors have weight limits based on the child plus the car seat. Check the car 

seat label and manual to know when to switch to the seat belt. For forward-facing seats, 

keep using the top tether as long as allowed. 

How do I know if my child's car seat is installed correctly, and should I use the 

top tether? 



A properly installed car seat should not move more than one inch at the belt path. 

Follow the car seat and vehicle manuals, and use the top tether for forward-facing seats 

whenever allowed. 

How tight should my child's car seat harness be, and can I loosen it if they 

complain? 

The harness should be snug enough that you cannot pinch extra webbing at your child's 

shoulder. If it feels uncomfortable, check the harness height, clothing, and fit. Do not 

loosen the harness for comfort. 

Can my child wear a winter coat in their car seat? 

Avoid bulky coats or snowsuits under the harness. Buckle your child in snugly first, then 

place a coat or blanket over the secured harness for warmth. 

How should I clean my child's car seat? 

Follow the car seat manual exactly. Use only approved cleaning methods, and avoid 

harsh cleaners, soaking harness straps, or putting parts in the washer or dryer unless 

the manual allows it. 

Are car seat accessories, mirrors, or toys safe to use? 

Be cautious with anything that did not come with the car seat or is not approved by the 

manufacturer. Add-ons like mirrors, toys, padding, strap covers, or seat protectors may 

not be crash-tested with your seat and could become projectiles or affect how the seat 

performs in a crash. 

How do I know when my child is ready to move to the next car seat stage or 

booster seat? 

Move to the next stage only after your child outgrows the current seat's height or weight 

limit. For boosters, your child should also be able to sit properly for the entire ride 

without moving the seat belt out of place. 

Will my child's car seat fit the same way in every vehicle? 

Not always. Car seats fit differently in different vehicles. Any time you move a seat, 

reinstall it from scratch, review both manuals, and make sure it moves less than one 

inch at the belt path. 

Do car seats expire? 

Yes. Car seats expire because materials age and safety standards can change. Check 

the seat label or manual for the expiration date, and do not use a seat past that date. 

Are used car seats safe? 



Only if you know its full history. Do not use a seat that is expired, damaged, missing 

labels or parts, under recall, or has been in a crash. If you are unsure, choose a new 

seat or have it checked by a certified technician. 

Do I need a new car seat after a crash? 

Replace the seat after a moderate or severe crash. After a minor crash, it may not need 

replacement only if the vehicle could be driven away, the nearest door was not 

damaged, no one was injured, airbags did not deploy, and the seat has no visible 

damage. Always check the manufacturer's instructions. 

What are the most common car seat mistakes, and where can I get help? 

Common mistakes include a loose installation, loose harness straps, a chest clip that is 

too low, skipping the top tether, or moving to the next stage too soon. A certified Child 

Passenger Safety Technician can help check the installation, harness fit, and seat belt 

fit. 

Are booster seats really necessary? 

Yes. Booster seats position the seat belt so it fits correctly across a child's body. Without 

one, the belt may ride up onto the stomach or neck. 

When can my child stop using a booster seat and ride with just a seat belt? 

Keep your child in a booster until the seat belt fits correctly without one, often between 

ages 8 and 12. Your child should sit all the way back, knees bend at the seat edge, lap 

belt low on the hips or thighs, and shoulder belt across the chest and shoulder. 

What should I do if the seat belt rubs my child's neck or they put it behind their 

back? 

Do not let your child put the shoulder belt behind their back or under their arm. If it rubs 

the neck or face, the belt likely does not fit correctly yet. A booster can help position it 

properly. 

What should I do if my child refuses to sit in their car seat or booster? 

Make safety non-negotiable. Your child should use the correct car seat, booster seat, or 

seat belt on every ride. If they resist, stay calm, explain the rule, and do not start driving 

until they are properly secured. 

Can my child ride in someone else's car without their usual car seat or booster? 

No. Carpools, rideshares, relatives' cars, and quick trips still require the correct car seat, 

booster seat, or seat belt. Plan ahead so your child is properly secured every time. 

Can my child ride in the front seat? 



Keep children in the back seat until age 13, even if they fit the seat belt correctly. If a 

child must ride up front, buckle them properly, have them sit upright, and move the 

vehicle seat as far back as possible. Never place a rear-facing car seat in front of an 

active air bag. 

Do grandparents and babysitters need to follow the same car seat rules? 

Yes. Anyone driving your child should use the correct car seat, booster seat, or seat belt 

on every trip and know how to secure your child properly. 

How do I know if my car seat has been recalled? 

Check the car seat manufacturer's website or NHTSA's recall database using the seat's 

brand, model number, and manufacture date. If the seat is recalled, follow the 

manufacturer's instructions for the fix. 

Should I register my car seat? 

Yes. Registering your car seat helps the manufacturer contact you directly if there is a 

safety recall. You can register using the card that came with the seat or through the 

manufacturer's website. 


