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Increasing Safety Belt Usage Through Personal Commitment: 

A Church-Based Pledge Card Program 

One of the most critical problems facing society today is the tre-

mendous risk on the nation's highways. l\fore than 34,000 traffic fatali-

ties and 500,000 injuries are reported each year in the U.S. (Bigelow, 

1982). In addition, cumulative American financial liabilities from traffic 

accidents exceed $60 billion per year (Pabon, Sims, Smith, & Associ-

ates, 1983). In fact, every two years, traffic accidents cause more 

human and monetary loss to the U.S. than was caused by the entire 

Vietnam War (Geller, 1984a). This loss could be mitigated significantly 

by increased safety belt usage, since half of all deaths and injuries 

cGuld be prevented if safety belts were worn (Pr·cccedings, 1973). 

In response to the high incidence of highway death and injury, 

there has been a growing effort during the last decade to increase 

nationwide safety belt use (Bigelow, 1982). Indeed, most major coun-

tries (e.g., England, Canada, Switzerland, Australia) have passed leg-

islative mandates requiring their citizens to wear a safety belt whenever 

traveling. Many other countries, including the U.S., are developing 

innovative and effective strategies for motivating safety belt use, and 

these strategies are being applied in a variety of geographic and civic 

locations (see Geller, 1982 and 1984b for examples). Since certain stra-

tegies can significantly increase safety belt usage it is worthwhile to 

review the rationale and efficacy of the major programs. 

1 
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Strategies for Motivating Safety Belt Use 

Engineering Strategies 

Automobile manufacturers have a unique opportunity for prompting 

safety belt use through human factors engineering. For instance, bet-

ween 1974 and 1975, an ignition/interlock system was included in all 

American-made vehicles. These systems required front seat occupants to 

fasten their safety belts before the engine will start. 

The ignition/interlock system was replaced in 1975 by a more prac-

tical and acceptable buzzer/light prompting system. These systems have 

been in two forms: limited (buzzer and light last 3 to 8 seconds) and 

unlimited (buzzer and light persist until the front seat safety belts are 

buckled.) Today all vehicles purchased in the U.S. have a limited (4 

to 6 seconds) buzzer which is avoided or escaped when the driver 

buckles up. 

Geller, Casali, and Johnson (1980) found that of 769 vehicles with 

safety belt prompting systems, 41°0 had been circumvented by buckling 

behind the front seat occupants, or defeated through disconnection. Of 

499 vehicles with intact safety belt prompts, 5490 of the drivers were 

buckled. Specifically, of 55 vehicles with limited light systems, 1290 of 

the drivers were buckled; of 59 vehicles with limited buzzers, 27°0 of 

the drivers were buckled. Twenty-one percent of 209 drivers in vehi-

cles with limited buzzer and light combinations wore their safety belts. 

Furthermore, unlimited lights resulted in 41°0 usage of 41 driver·s, while 

unlimited buzzers promoted 10090 usage of 132 drivers. In addition, 

unlimited duration of buzzer and light combinations resulted in 10090 

usage of 196 drivers. Finally, of 77 vehicles with ignition/interlock sys-
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terns, 100°0 of the drivers were buckled. Only 15°0 of 320 dr·ivers with 

defeated prompting systems were buckled. Of 810 drivers with no rem-

inder system, 16°0 were buckled up. 

Apparently, some reminder systems are relatively effective in moti-

vating safety belt use when the system is maintained intact, especially 

for unlimited buzzers and ignition interlocks. But since intrusive 

prompts are often defeated, and since only limited buzzers and lights 

have been used since 1975, additional strategies are necessary to 

achieve substantial impact on national safety belt usage. 

Legal Approach 

Legislative mandates can 

safety belt usage. In Ontario, 

have significant impact on nationwide 

Canada, for example, in of 6,040 

observed drivers wore their safety belts prior to implementation of a 

safety belt law. Immediately following implementation of the mandate, 

safety belt usage of 6,354 observed drivers was 76.8'1 (Pierce et 

al., 1976). Recently, New York passed a statewide law mandating moto-

rists to wear their safety belt when traveling; the law will go into 

effect in December, 1984. 

Continued high compliance to a legal approach is dependent upon 

intermittent, large-scale enforcement procedures (Jonah, Dawson, & 

Smith, 1982). In the U.S., safety belt laws will be difficult to legislate 

and enforce until a substantial proportion of citizens willingly buckle 

up. Thus, innovative community programs may be needed to motivate 

specific target populations to use safety belts. 

Educational Approach 

Education is another widespread strategy applied in the attempt to 
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increase safety belt usage. Educational programs can include safety 

literature, films, demonstrations, billboards, and radio and television 

advertisements. Unfortunately, education alone has not proven effective 

for increasing safety belt use. For instance, safety belt usage in 

Ontario, Canada, prior to a mass media educational safety belt campaign 

was 17 .49a. Following a six-month educational program, safety belt usage 

was only 17.2°0 (Cunliffe et al., 1975). 

One successful study in the education literature investigated the 

impact of a nondirective "awareness session" on shoulder belt usage of 

blue-collar workers (Geller & Hahn, 1984). Blue collar workers at Fed-

eral Mogul and Hubbell Lighting in Blacksburg, Virginia, attended an 

awareness session where they viewed a 3-minute film and were encour-

aged to discuss their criticisms of safety belts. Shoulder belt wearing 

of blue collar workers in these settings tripled from 6°0 during baseline 

to 18°0 following the intervention. 

Incentive Approach 

Industries are ideal targets for large scale motivation of safety belt 

usage, because: 1) industrial settings are relatively closed environ-

ments, with large, somewhat cohesive groups, and 2) safety belt pro-

grams are cost-effective, saving corporations $100,000 on employee 

absenteeism, sick leave, hospitalization, etc. (Pabon, Sims, Smith, & 

Associates, 1983). Following Skinner's (1938) concept of increasing 

desired behaviors with rewards, Geller and his students began a series 

of industry-based incentive programs to motivate employee usage of 

safety belts. For example, Geller (1983) introduced incentives at Rad-

ford Army Ammunitions Plant (RAAP) and employee safety belt usage 
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increased from 13°0 baseline to 57°0 during the intervention period, with 

daily levels reaching 8000. Follow-up usage decreased to 36°o, but still 

represented a significant increase over baseline. 

Similar successes have been obtained at other industrial settings. 

For instance, as mentioned earlier, a special attempt was made to 

increase the safety belt usage of blue-collar (hourly) workers at Fed-

eral Mogul and Hubbell Lighting (Geller & Hahn, 1984). Blue-collar 

workers attended an "awareness session'' (which increased blue-collar 

safety belt use from 6% to 18%). Next, an incentive program was imple-

mented, in which the cash prize each week was determined by the 

weekly percentage of safety belt usage. With daily feedback on usage 

rates, blue collar wo1·kers reached an average of 42°0 shoulder belt 

usage, with daily rates reaching 65°o. Follow-up observations revealed 

26°0 usage, a significant increase over the 6°0 baseline rate. 

Incentive programs have also been successfully implemented in 

several community settings. For example, handbills describing a safety 

belt incentive program were distributed at a bank entrance in 

Blacksburg, Virginia (Geller, Johnson, & Pelton, 1982). A similar stra-

tegy was implemented at a university, with a campus-based incentive 

program being announced through handbills distributed at campus park-

ing lot entrances (Geller, Paterson, & Talbott, 1982). Both of these 

community-based programs awarded prizes valued from $10 to S25 to 

contest winners. Safety belt usage at the bank setting rose from 16'~> 

baseline to 3590 du ring the intervention, with 32°0 usage du ring follow-

up. The campus-based program was associated with safety belt usage 

increases from 2690 during baseline to 46°o during the inter·vention, with 
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follow-up usage at 38°a. 

More recently, Rudd and Geller ( 1984) investigated the impact of a 

university-based incentive program in which campus police recor·ded 

license plate numbers of vehicles driven by safety belt wearers. The 

recorded license plate numbers were entered into intermittent weekly 

raffles of ten winners each. Local merchants donated prizes and commu-

nitywide newspaper and television coverage advertised the program. 

Moreover, campus police received positive public relations publicity for 

their "Get Caught Buckled Up" program. Over an entire academic 

year, safety belt usage on campus almost doubled as a result of th is 

three-week incentive program occurring each quarter. 

Commitment Approach . 

Commitment or pledge card programs are founded on a solid theor-

etical base of persuasion, attitude change, and commitment literature, 

and on the social psychological concept of cognitive consistency. 

Research in these areas has evolved from social psychological theory r n 

the early twentieth century, into an empirical cognitive explanation at 

present (although behavioral interpretations are still offered by some.) 

In particular, cognitive dissonance theory and research (Festinger 

& Carlsmith, 1957, 1959) offer cognitive rationale and empirical evidence 

indicating that individuals often modify their behaviors to achieve con-

sonance with their attitudes. Conversely, people may often modify their 

attitudes to be congruent with their behaviors. 

Geller and his students investigated the impact of an industry-

based commitment program at Corning Glass Works (Geller· & Bigelow, 

1983). Obtrusive baseline data were collected after an announcement 
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informed employees that their shoulder belt usage would be recorded for 

several days. Baseline safety belt usage was 17 .2°0. Following two weeks 

of baseline observation, GO°o of the industry's 250 employees attended an 

awareness session, after which they were urged to sign a safety belt 

pledge card. Signing the pledge card demonstrated an intention to wear 

a safety belt for four weeks. Post-intervention observation revealed 

33. n shoulder belt usage, almost a doubling of the baseline level. 

This increase in usage is especially remarkable because 40°0 of Corning's 

employees did not experience the intervention. 

Pardini and Katzev (1983) also investigated the impact of a commu-

nity-based commitment strategy for promoting behavior change. Alt-

hough their study did not target safety belt weanng, their findings 

have important implications for motivating many behaviors, including 

safety belt usage. In attempting to increase citizen involvement with 

newspaper recycling, researchers visited randomly chosen homes and 

asked people to participate in a recycling project. Some families simply 

received written information about the recycling project; some families 

were asked to make a verbal commitment to participate; and others were 

asked to sign a statement of commitment to participate, of which they 

received a copy. 

To assess the impact of these interventions, each family's fre-

quency of newspaper· delivery and the weight of the delivery were 

recorded. Results revealed that families that made written commitments 

participated more frequently than did the other families (e.g., a total 

of 13 deliveries from written-commitment families, 10 deliveries from 

verbally-committed fa mi I ies, and 3 deliveries from non-committed f ami-
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lies). In addition, families who had made written commitments delivered 

more pounds of newspaper during the commitment period (i.e., 247 lbs 

from the written committed group, 210 lbs from the verbally committed 

group, and 79 lbs from the non-committed group.) Moreover, follow-up 

data revealed that both the verbally- and non-committed groups made 

four deliveries after the project terminated, while those who had made 

wr·itten commitments made a total of eleven deliveries after project ter-

mination. This indicated longer-lasting behavior change for individuals 

who signed a written pledge. Similarly, the written commitment group 

delivered 166 pounds of newspaper during follow-up observation, while 

the verbally committed residents delivered 54 pounds and the non-com-

mitted residents deliver·ed 57 pounds. In sum, both verbal and '.vr'itten 

commitment had substantial impact on recycling behavior, and written 

commitment had effects lasting beyond the requested participation per-

iod. 

The results of this commitment research have implications for 

increasing safety belt usage through a community-based commitment 

program. Pledge cards could be donated from local printing companies 

and community groups could implement the programs with little diffi-

culty. The present study investigates the efficacy of a safety belt 

pledge card program based at a Baptist church in Blacksburg, Vir·ginia. 

The next section reviews the theory and research behind a commitment 

approach to safety belt promotion. 



9 

Development of Consistency Theory 

During the 1940's, Lecky developed a theory of self-consistency. 

Lecky, being a student of psychoanalyst Alfred Adler, was trained to 

focus on individual cognitions, and consequently espoused a cognitive 

explanation of behavior, rather than the more mechanistic stimulus-res-

ponse approach (Lecky, 1951). Lecky proposed that new information can 

either be accepted, rejected, or distorted by individuals in order to 

assimilate the information consonantly into their extant values, expecta-

tions, or activities (Lecky, 1951). In other words, people actively 

strive for cognitive and behavioral consistency. Lecky, however, did 

no research to support his position (Aronson, 1973), so his theory, 

although heuristic, was of little rractical value at the time. 

Holding a theoretical position similar to that of Lecky, Lewin (a 

Gestalt-trained social psychologist) also rejected pure stimulus-response 

theory. He asserted that behavior is not controlled by simple internal 

or external sources, but by an Interaction of the person and his/her 

environment (Lewin, 1935). He referred to this interaction as one's "life 

space." Like Lecky, Lewin believed that people strive for cognitive and 

behavioral consistency. Lewin, however, went a step further than 

Lecky, by providing research eviqence to support his views. 

Unfortunately, Lewin's research results were equivocal in that all 

of his results could be explained by reward theory (Aronson, 1973). 

For instance, in Lewin, Lippitt, and White's (1939) study on leadership 

styles, democratic leaders inspired more satisfaction and higher produc-

tivity than did authoritarian or· laizzez-faire leaders. Lewin would infer 

that cognitions and behavior were congruent in that situation. That is, 
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high satisfaction and high productivity were compatible attitudes and 

behaviors, and low satisfaction (under authoritarian rule) was compati-

ble with low productivity. But according to reward theorists, the 

results could be explained in terms of a democratic environment being 

more rewarding due to social interactions and positive feedback, etc., 

while authoritarian environments were punitive and non-rewarding 

(Aronson, 1973). So early reinforcement theorists rejected the role of a 

consistency drive and the need for Lewin's cognitive interpretations, 

and maintained that environmental contingencies control behavior. 

Throughout the early 1950's, attitudes were studied in depth by 

both behavioral and cognitive psychologists. Attitude formation and 

attitude change received much attention, and the ongoing debate bet-

ween behavioral and cognitive theorists provided the impetus for several 

heuristic experiments. For instance, Janis and King (1954, 1956) found 

that when an individual was forced to make a persuasive speech with 

which he or she disagreed, the individual's opinion on the topic subse-

quently changed in the direction of their persuasive talk. That is, from 

a consistency viewpoint, the speaker's attitude became consonant with 

their persuasive behavior, and dissonance was ameliorated. Janis and 

King (1956) however, postulated a slightly different cognitive explana-

tion. They asserted that the subjects had spent time creating arguments 

and rehearsing, and consequently they unintentionally convinced them-

selves that the new opinion was acceptable. 

Meanwhile, Kelman (1953) had hypothesized that when an individual 

was rewarded for making statements with which he or she disagreed, 

attitudes would change as a function of reward, i.e., the greater the 
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reward, the greater the attitude change. This, of course, was in line 

with reinforcement theory. But the behavioral position was questioned 

when Kelman tested his hypotheses, and obtained results counter-intui-

tive to reward theory. Individuals who received a large reward for 

expressing statements with which they disagreed showed less attitude 

change than those people who received a small reward (Kelman, 1953). 

However, due to some methodological problems, Kelman' s study could 

not be accepted as unequivocal (Aronson, 1973). Nevertheless, Kelman's 

study had a tremendous impact on cognitive psychology. Kelrnan's 

unanticipated findings spawned a new era of psychological research. Not 

only were his results counter-intuitive, they also mitigated the influence 

of reinforcement theory and brought to the forefront the role of cogni-

tion on behavior. 

Cognitive Dissonance. 

After Kelman' s ( 1953) questionable methodology, Festinger and 

Carlsmith (1959) devised a well-planned procedure to test their disso-

nance theory. Participants in the experiment were asked to perform a 

monotonous task individually. Upon task completion, the participant was 

asked to tell a waiting participant (actually a confederate) that the task 

was enjoyable. Some subjects were given Si for giving this false infor-

mation, while some subjects were given S20 for the same deed. Subse-

quently, the paid participants were asked to complete a questionnaire 

which tapped their opinions about the monotonous task (Festinger f;. 

Carlsmith, 1959). 

Results of the experiment revealed that people who received Sl for 

stating that the task was enjoyable had actually come to believe that the 
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task was pleasant to a significantly greater degree than did persons 

receiving S20 for stating that the task was pleasant. Festinger and 

Carlsmith (1959) asserted that receipt of Sl was not sufficient for sub-

jects to justify their lying behavior, but changing their attitude 

regarding the task did justify their behavior. Formation of a new atti-

tude restored consonance with their behavior. Persons who received $20 

had sufficient justification for their incongruent behavior. 

Thus, Festinger and Carlsmith concluded that individuals. modify 

their opinions to achieve consonance with behaviors, especially when 

external reward is small enough to preclude justification for the behav-

ior. On the other hand, when external reward is significantly "large" 

(subjectively determined), it is sufficient to justify behavior that 1s 

dissonant with attitudes, and there is no drive for attitude change. 

Similarly, Lepper's (1983) "minimal justification principle" suggests 

that incentives can control behaviors through "external inducement," 

whereas commitment elicits the individual's internal justification and 

involvement. In commitment programs, the absence of external justifica-

tion for compliance evokes an internally-based justification, i.e., a per-

sonal commitment which is robust to external control. Thus, even when 

the externally-requested commitment period ends, commitment shou Id 

persist. 

In sum, the proposed drive to reduce dissonance and achieve cog-

nitive consonance has implications for motivating safety belt usage. If 

an individual is persuaded to wear his/her safety belt often or to 

pledge to wear it, then subsequent attitudes toward safety belts will 

reflect a preference for wearing a safety belt when possible. That is .. if 
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the individual had not been a previous proponent of safety belts, the 

new wearing behavior that results from persuasion or pledging is disso-

nant with previous attitudes. So, in order to achieve consonance with 

buckling behavior, the individual may develop a new attitude toward 

safety belts. This new attitude (along with the knowledge that a 

pledge card was signed) will then cause dissonance in the individual 

when he or she does not buckle up. Thus, the wearing behavior should 

increase, and the safety belt behaviors and attitudes should encourage 

one another. Moreover, since the individual's self-concept is involved, 

he will justify his actions to himself, and become committed to these 

actions (Aronson, 1973). 



Method 

Participants and Setting 

Participants in this study were church members and other 

church-goers who were observed entering and exiting the parking lots 

of Blacksburg Baptist Church in Blacksburg, Virginia. Participants 

were observed during specified observation periods on Sunday morn-

ings: January 29th, February 5th, February 12th, February 19th, 

February 26th, March 4th, March 11th, April 8th, April 15th, and May 

20th, 1984. 

The church is centrally located within town and has a membership 

of 648. Data were collected in each of the church's three parking lots. 

The main parking lot, in front of the church, accomodates approxi-

mately 60 vehicles. The side parking lot holds about 25 vehicles, and 

the back parking lot, approximately 20. Each of the three parking lots 

has two entrance/exits. 

Procedure 

Eight data collectors at the church were stationed in pairs for ass-

essment of inter-observer reliability: two pairs in the main lot, one pair 

in the side lot, and one pair in the back lot. Observers recorded 

license plate numbers, shoulder belt availability and usage, child safety 

seat availability and usage, gender and estimated age range of each 

occupant. Observers also record their names, the date, time, and park-

ing lot location on each data sheet (See Figure 1 on the following page 

for a sample data sheet). 

14 



P.\Cit: OF 

CHURCH 

'.lBSERVER 

JBSERVER 2 

'.OC.\TION 

LPll LPO 

:::R DR 

?S i'S 

BS BS 

85 BS 

"..?ii LPl1 

)!{ - DR 

~s PS 

lS as 

3$ BS 

L..?'-' !.Pll 

JR DR 

?$ PS 

3$ BS 

:is as 

L?~.1 LPll 

JR DR 

PS ?S ----
35 3S 

3:; 3S 

15 

1 Noc wearing shoulder or lao belt 
2 Wearing shoulder or lap belt 

0-4 • a 
5-9 • b 

10-19• 1 
:?0-29• 2 
30-39• 3 
40-49• 4 
50-59• 5 
60-69• 6 
Over 70 • 7 

l Safety Seat used 
4 Safety Seat not used 
- No belts available 
L Sitting on lap 
I Male 

LPl1 _____ _ 

DR _____ _ 

PS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

u>I ______ _ 

DR ______ _ 

PS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

LP'1 _____ _ 

DR _____ _ 

PS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

LPi.' ______ _ 

DR _____ _ 

PS _____ _ 

3S _____ _ 

!!S _____ _ 

l.P!I ______ _ 

DR _____ _ 

PS _____ _ 

!lS _____ _ 

!lS _____ _ 

LP!.'-------

DR _____ _ 

?S ------
BS _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

l.P1I ______ _ 

!:R _____ _ 

PS ---
ss _____ _ 
!lS _____ _ 

LP•1 ______ _ 

DR _____ _ 

i'S _____ _ 

BS _____ _ 

SS _____ _ 

DR • Driver 

'"'r c.Jch occu?ant, write the usag d 1 h 1 e co e n t.e eft blank, 
PS • Passenger seat 
BS • !lack seat 

.a~c code in :he right blank. FS • Front seat 

E_igure 1. Data collection sheet 
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More specifically, data recorders independently observed vehicles 

and recorded license plate numbers. For each driver and passenger, a 

usage code (see Figure 1) was recorded in the left column and an a~1e 

code was recorded in the right column, beneath the corresponding 

license plate number. A "/'' was marked through the age code of males. 

The license plate number label ("LP#") was circled for exiting vehicles. 

On each observation day except the first baseline day (January 29th) 

the distinction was made between vehicular entrance to and exit from 

the parking lots. 

On Sunday mornings the observers recorded data from 8:00 to 8:30 

a . m . , 9: 20 to 10: 00 a . m . , 10: 30 to 11 : 00 a . m. , and 11 : 50 to 12: 20 p . m . 

These observation times correspond respectively to periods before the 

early church service, after the early service and before Sunday School, 

after Sunday School and before the 11 :00 service, and after the 11 :00 

service. 

The observations provided information which allowed comparison of 

data for five phases of the study: Pre-Announcement, Post-Announce-

ment, Intervention, Follow-up, and Long-Term Follow-up. 

Phase I. 

Unannounced baseline data were collected on January 29th, Febru-

ary 5th, and February 12th, 1984. No warning or explanatory 

announcement was made to church-goers to inform them of the research. 

When vehicle occupants questioned the purpose, data r·ecor·ders 

explained that they were r·ecording the use of safety belts and child 

safety seats. A minor complication arose from the fact that the pastor 

mistakenly mentioned the purpose briefly at the 8:30 a.m. service on 
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January 29th. Although this announcement was heard by only 100 peo-

ple (as estimated by recorded observations), it is likely that this infor-

mation spread quickly among the church members. 

Phase II. 

On February 19th, the following announcement appeared in the 

church bulletins: Researchers from Virginia Tech will be in the parking 

lots for the next few weeks to observe the use of safety belts and child 

safety seats. The actual bulletin announcement is shown on the follow-

ing page. In addition, the pastor verbally made a similar announcement 

at both the 8:30 and 11:00 a.m. services. Data for this Post-An-

nouncement condition were recorded on February 19th and 26th. 

It shou Id be noted that Phase I and Phase 11 were divided on 

February 19, with entering vehicles classified as Pre-Announcement, 

and exiting vehicles as Post-Announcement. 

Phase II I. 

On March 4, the pledge card intervention was presented. The 

educational insert given in Figure 3 (on page 19) was included in each 

church bulletin distributed at the 8:30 and 11 :00 a.m. services. The 

insert described the risk of highway accident and added a prompt for 

parents, encouraging them to protect their children and to be positive 

role models by wearing their safety belts. The insert also encouraged 

individuals to sign an attached "Safety Belt Pledge Card," thus pledg-

ing to try to wear their safety belts for the next four weeks whenever 

traveling. This pledge card is depicted in Figure 4 (on page 20). The 

insert instructed pledge card signers to deposit their pledge card in 

the offering plate. The pastor mentioned the insert and pledge card at 
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M!VVLE SCHOOL LOCK-IN Flti.da.y a.rr.d Sa.tultda.y, bl FeU~IUp 
Hall. Clean, 6olded newhpapeJl.6 a1te. ne.ede.d ~oJt one. 06 the. 
a.c.tlviliu. Pleiue. bJtbtg :ta :the. c.hwr.c.h on FJti.da.tJ. 

W.M.U. GROUPS MEETING THIS WEEK 
Bible. S:tu.dq, Tuuda.y, 10:00 a..m. w.lt.h Ro.6al.Ute. Rowe., 

. 901 Tom6 CJtee.k Road 
CWVte.n.t MU.61.on.6, Tu.uday, 9:45 a..m. ,IJ.lth Jean Campbell., 

1387 Loc.u..6.t Avenue. 
Round Ta.bl.e., Tuuda.y, 9:-45 a..m. w.lt.h Molli GJLi.g.6btj, 

1405 H.<.ghl.and CUtc.le. 

CHURCH-WIVE V1NNER Wednuda.y, 6:00 p.m. bl FellowtJhi.p Hall.. 
Me.nu: Ham, P iJr;t.o Bean6 , .'.U.x.ed GJte.e.n.6 , &<A c.u1..t..6 , Vu 4 eJt.t 

IF YOU HAVE BORROWEV C.UP4, gla44 e.6, d.iAhu, te.a tcww, e-tc.. 
6JtOm :the. h.Uc.hen, plea.6 e. Jte.tu/tn them. 

RESEARCHERS FROM TECH will. be. bl the paJtk.in.g lot noJt the 
ne.x.t 6ew week.6 to ob4eJtve. the. u..6e. 06 4a.6e.ty be.l:Ui a.rr.d child 
4a.6e.tlJ .6e.at4. 

AS YOU LOOK UPON THE BULLETIN BOARV V!SPLAY a.t the. Jte.aJt of, 
the. c.hwtc.h 6oyeJt, pleiue. Jr.emeJnbeJt we. a1te. wolflU.ng toge.theJr. 
tlvtou.g h Home. MU.61.o n6. MallC.h 4- 11 h.a.6 be.en du.lg na.te.d ~ 
We.e.k. 06 PILaJjeJt 601t 6u.ppoJtt 06 .the. annual Annie. AJUM.tl!.Ong 
o66e/Ung 6oJt thue. m.U..si.on6. Plea.4e. .set goa14 6oJt you.Jr.,6el6, 
tJOUlr. 6amil..y o.n.d OWL c.huJr.c.h 6ami..ly both bl PILaJfeJt OJtd 
6,(.n.a.¥T.c.iAll.tJ. 

VR. ALLEN plan.6 :ta Jte.twr.n :t.o BLlc.fu.bWLg :tlli weekend and 
will. be Jte..tu/rJiUtg :ta the. pui.p.lt on Sc.utda.y. He. w been on 
ct m.i.6.61.on .tltlp :t.a 1nd1A. 4.i.nc.e la.¥UUVUJ 30. 

ENGAGEV COUPLES SEMINAR ApJtil 6-7 at BSU Cen.teJt led by 
Rola.nd ByJtd. 16 ht:teJtu.ted call. 552-5473. 

A GOOV FUNCTIONAL PIANO iA needed 601r. .the BSU Cen.teJr.. Io 
IJOU. c..rut help c.all Rola.nd ByJtd a.t 552-5473. 

THE ELEMENTARY BELL CHOIR will. Jtbtg at 8:30 next Sunda.y. 

Figure 2. Bulletin announcement 
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TAKE THE SAFETY BELT PLEDGE ... 
PLEASE! 

The traffic accident is the Number 1 killer of our 
young people (from age two to 44). Every year in 
this country more than 34,000 people are killed and 
500,000 others are seriously injured in traffic 
accidents, amounting to annual financial liabilities 
exceeding $60 billion. In two years this amounts to a 
larger human and financial loss than that caused by 
the entire Viet Nam war. More than half of these 
deaths and injuries would be prevented if safety belts 
were worn. 

Christian faith teaches us to love our neighbors 
as ourselves. Keeping our friends and loved ones 
safe while driving should be a natural extension of 
this faith. As an adult and parent, it is our duty to 
guide out children and to help them grow to reach 
physical and spiritual maturity. Children depend on 
us to teach and protect them. We can set a good 
example by wearing our safety belts. 

The chance of an individual being involved in a 
serious accident on a single vehicle trip is very low 
indeed, BUT over a lifetime of driving the probability 
of experiencing an injury-producing accident i.s 
actually . 5 or 50/50. Thus, it is critical to develop 
the habit of buckling up on every trip. It could save 
your life, or the lives of members of your family. 

So please consider making a pledge to yourself to 
try to wear your safety belt ... 

If not for yourself, for someone you love! 

r 1 
I Please demonstrate your intentions to set a I 
I good Christian example for others by signing I 
I the attached pledge card and depositing it in I 
I the collection plate. I 
L J 

Figure__]_. Educational Insert. 
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BUCKLE-UP Pi.EDGE 
Take the Seat Belt Safety Pledge 

If Not for Yourself for Someone You Love! 

I pledge that I will fasten 
my safety belt for the next 
4 weeks when I am driving or 
riding in an automobile, and 
will encourage others to do 
the same. 

License Plate No.: 
~~~~~~~~~-

Figure ~- Safety Belt Pledge Card. 
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each service on March 4th, and instructed the congregation to read the 

material and act according to their own discretion. 

Since the church bulletin on March 4th also contained a lengthy 

pamphlet regarding Home Missions, it was possible that church-goers 

did not read the safety belt material in time to respond before the 

offering plate was passed. Hence, in the biweekly newsletter which is 

mailed to members' homes, a short message (as shown in Figure 5 on 

page 22) was included which prompted church-goers to sign their 

pledge card or a slip of paper and deposit it in the collection plate or 

deliver it to the church office. 

The four week pledge period extended from March 4th until April 

1st. Data were collected on March 4th and March 11th. A three week 

break in data collection ensued during University Spring Break. 

Phase IV. 

Follow-up data were collected at the church on April 8th and April 

15th to determine maintenance of safety belt usage after termination of 

the Pledge Period. 

Phase V. 

Long-term follow-up data were collected at the church on May 

20th, 1984. 



22 

"'tirthdays! 
March 14 Dou Moore 

15 Danny Wheeler 
16 Alice Ann Creasey 
18 Paul Breske 
19 Vivian Strother 

Gene Wilson 
20 Alica Read 

Bill Wohlford 
21 Jim Dunlap 
22 Ray Pages 

Derek Thompson 
23- B.F. Price 

Eia Ballas 
24 Michael Knight 

Charles Layman 
Elsie Love 

25 Nell Harrison 
26 George Willard 
28 Chris Cochran 

John Leonard 
Sarah Evans 

29 Kay Martin 
31 Hillard Collier 

VA TECH RESEARCHERS urge you to sign the safety 
belt pledge card, {if you didn't get one just 
sign a slip of paper) and make a commitment to 
buckle up. Place it in the offering plate Sunday 
or drop by the church office. Please make a 
pledge if not for yourself for someone you love. 

Figure 5. Bulletin announcement. 



Results 

I nterobserver Reliability 

Of 4,429 vehicles observed, 1, 740 (39°0) were recorded by two data 

recorders. A total of 6,924 adult occupants were observed. Of the 2.,845 

occupants who were recorded by two observers, data recorders agreed 

on shoulder belt usage of 2,679 occupants (94°0). Of the 2,810 occupant 

ages recorded by two observers, observers were in agreement on ages 

of 2,061 (73°0); agreement on age was achieved when two observers 

recorded the same age code (as presented in Figure 1) for one occu-

pant. Of 2,840 occupant genders recorded, observers agreed on 2,620 

(9290). Observers agreed on arrival/departure for 100°0 of 2,914 obser-

vations. 

Overall Results 

Overall results are graphically pr·esented in Figure 6 on the fol-

lowing page. Mean shoulder belt usage for all adult occupants is bro-

ken down by date, gender, and arrival/departure. Mean sample size per 

graph point is 174 (ranging from 95 to 353). (It should be noted that 

safety belt usage on January 29th was not classified by arrival and 

departure. However, usage during arrival on this day can be estimated 

by calculating shoulder belt usage of church-goers arriving at 8:30 

a.m.: 21 (32~) of 66 were buckled up. Similarly, usage dur·ing depar-

ture on January 29th can be estimated by calculating shoulder belt 

usage of church-goers departing at 11:50 a.m.: 44 (23°0) of 192 wor·e 

shoulder belts.) 

As shown 1n Figure 6, a salient increase in male and female 

23 
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shoulder belt usage is seen at departure on February 19th. Church-

goers on February 19 were exposed to verbal and written announce-

ments that researchers from Virginia Tech were observing safety belt 

usage in the parking lot. 

On March 4th, church-goers received the safety belt insert and 

pledge card. Thus, the Pledge Period officially began during departure 

on March 4th. 

A four-week Pledge Period ran from March 4th until April 1st, 

during which a three-week break in data collection ensued. Data collec-

tion resumed on April 8 (Follow-up), with Long-Term Follow-up on May 

20. 

Overall results are condensed in Figure 7 (on the following page), 

where mean shoulder belt use is presented by experimental condition, 

gender, and arrival/departure. Mean sample size per graph point is 331 

(ranging from 158 to 516). One salient trend in the data is the distinct 

difference between shoulder belt usage of entering and exiting church·· 

goers. Regardless of sex, shoulder belt usage was clearly higher upon 

de pa rtu re from the setting. 

Another noticeable trend 1s the increase of shoulder belt usage of 

females with each phase of the study. Specifically, mean female shou Ider 

belt usage was 30% of 764 during the Pre-Announcement phase, 37°0 of 

827 during Post-Announcement, and 43°0 of 541 during the Pledge Pe1·-

iod. Shoulder belt usage of females remained at 43°0 of 811 during Fol-

low-up, and declined slightly to 41°0 of 505 during Long-Term Follow-

up. 

Shoulder belt usage of males, however·, followed a different pat-
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tern. Male shoulder belt wearing was 38°0 of 661 during the 

Pre-Announcement phase, 41°0 of 708 during Post-Anouncement, 39°0 of 

432 during the Pledge Period, 36°0 of 678 during Follow-up and 37°0 of 

364 during Long-Term Follow-up. 

A 2 (Gender) x 2 (Arrival vs. Departure) x 5 (Experimental 

Phase: Pre-Announcement, Post-Announcement, Pledge Period, Follow-

up, or Long-Term) analysis of variance CANOVA) was performed to 

investigate statistical significance of data trends (excluding the data of 

January 29th, which could not be categorized according to arrival ver-

sus departure). 

A main effect was found for Arrival/Departure, F (1,365)::31 .23, p 

<.0001, indicating higher safety belt wearing dur·ing departure th;rn 

during arrival. Recall, however, that on January 29th, the first obser-

vation day, that usage at 8:30 a.m. (arr·ival) was 32°0 compared 23°0 

usage at 11:30 a.m.(departure). 

A significant interaction was found between Gender and Experi-

mental Phase, F (4,365)=3.91, p <.004. Graphic representation of this 

interaction is given ii] Figure 8, revealing tha.t shoulder belt usage of 

females surpassed shoulder belt usage of males during the Post-An-

nouncement phase and remained higher than male usage throughout th~ 

remainder of the study. 

A separate ANOVA for males and females showed no significant 

main effect of Experimental Phase for males, F (4, 188)=.82, p <.51, but 

revealed a significant main effect of Experimental Phase for females, F 

(4, 188)=4.66, p <.001. 

Forty-five (10c~,) of 441 individuals attending church when the 
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pledge cards were distributed signed and returned a pledge car·d (41 

church-goers returned a card on March 4th; four church-goers deliv-

ered their pledge cards to the church office during the week following 

March 4th). MQre specifically, twenty-three females, eighteen males, 

and four husband-wife couples signed pledge cards. Figure 9 on page 

30 depicts the comparative shoulder belt usage of occupants in pledge 

vehicles and occupants in non-pledge vehicles. (Note: Since pledge 

card signers' usage was tracked by license plat~ number only, usage of 

all occupants in signers' vehicles was included as signers usage, with 

the possibility that some occupants did not sign pledge cards. Each 

pledge card signer's vehicle contained an average of 2. 7 individuals. 

Thus, the shoulder belt usage of pledge card signer·s may be spur·iously 

low.) 

Shoulder belt usage of non-signers was 26°0 of 1,918 observations 

during the Pre-Announcement phase, 33°o of 1,468 during Post-An-

nouncement, 37°0 of 916 during the Pledge Period, 34°0 of 1,403 during 

Follow-up, and 3690 of 844 during Long-Term Follow-up. 

In contrast, shoulder belt usage of occupants in pledge card sig-

nerst vehicles was 63°0 of 112 during the Pre-Announcement phase, 6390 

of 80 during Post-Announcement, 81°0 of 59 during the Pledge Period, 

72°0 of 95 during Follow-up, and 66°0 of 29 during Long-Term Follow-up. 

To investigate the impact of pledge cards on shoulder belt usage, 

a 2(Gender) x 2(Pledge Card Signers vs Non-Signer·s) x 5(Experimental 

Phase) A NOVA was performed. The A NOVA revealed ma1 n effects for 

Pledge versus Non-Pledge, F (1,536)=566.46, p <.OOOl, and for Experi-

mental Phase, F (4,53G)=3.24, p <.01. No interactions were significant 
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(all p's >.05). 

Chi square analyses were performed to compare the Post-An-

nouncement and Pledge Period shoulder belt usage of pledge card sig-

ners ana non-signers. No significant difference was found for non-

pledgers, X 2 (1, N=2,355)= 2.17, p =.14. However, a significant 

difference in shoulder belt usage was found for the pledge card sig-

ners, X2 (1, N=139)= 5.80, p <.01. 



Discussion 

A number of strategies have been applied in the attempt to 

increase nationwide safety belt usage. Human factors engineering can be 

quite effective, but current engineering strategies of moder·ate intru-

siveness and efficacy do not motivate the majority of motorists to buckle 

up. Legislative mandates for shoulder belt wearing, although an effec-

tive strategy in many countries, cannot be easily applied in the U.S. 

until a significant proportion of the U.S. population voluntarily buckles 

up. Education can heighten awareness, but has been of minimal practi-

cal utility in motivating usage of safety belts without supportive tactics 

(such as incentive and commitment strategies.) 

Incentive strategies are quite effective for increasing safety belt 

usage over the short term, but two problems are associated with this 

method: 1) incentive programs can be costly, and 2) incentives bring 

safety belt wearing under external control, which can result in only 

transient behavior change when incentives are withdrawn. 

Commitment programs can overcome problems associated with incen-

tives, or might be used to maintain behavior change that was initiated 

with incentives. Commitment programs can be implemented in a variety 

of community settings by volunteer groups at no cost. Moreover, cogni-

tive commitment to wear safety belts can elicit a drive for behavior/atti-

tude consistency. The buckling behavior, in turn, strengthens attitudes 

consistent with the behavior. In addition, since commitment 1s internal, 

it is relatively robust to external contingencies (Aronson, 1973). For 

these reasons, a church-based pledge card program has potential for 

effectively motivating safety belt wearing. The present study, however, 

32 
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found equivocal results upon detailed analysis. 

An outstanding finding in the church data is the disparity of 

shoulder belt wearing behavior between arrival and departure at the 

church parking lots. Indeed, occupant shoulder belt usage was signifi-

cantly higher for exiting vehicles than for entering vehicles on each 

observation day. This finding clearly exhibits participant reactivity. 

Since most church-goers travelled to church with no external reminder 

that their safety belt usage would be recorded, usage upon arrival was 

apparently less affected than was usage at departure. On the other 

hand, when leaving the site, church-goers saw data recorders, reacted, 

and safety belt wearing occurred at a higher rate than during arrival, 

when the presence of observers was unanticipated. 

It is intriguing that this reactivity was exhibited even during the 

Pre-Announcement phase, when the purpose of the observers was not 

general knowledge. There are several possible explanations for this. 

As stated earlier, the pastor mentioned the safety belt research on the 

first morning of the study. In addition, all twelve of the church dea-

cons were aware of the study, since the deacon committee had attended 

a presentation about Virginia Tech safety belt research, in order to 

approve of research at the church. Moreover, many church-goers are 

associated with Virginia Tech and, due to years of safety belt research 

on and around campus, the presence of observers may have been 

recognized as safety belt research. 

The assertion of participant reactivity 1s further supported by the 

fact that the highest rate of shoulder belt usage was seen at departure 

on February 19, following the formal announcements of the safety belt 
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research. Actually, it may be argued that the presence of observers is 

sufficient for motivating safety belt usage. Previous research has 

encountered situations in which motorists were seen buckling up after 

spotting data recorders (Campbell et al., 1982; Geller, 1982). 

A study at Little Rock Air Force Base compared shoulder belt 

usage under an obtrusive condition (i.e., uniformed observers standing 

at parking lot exits) and under an unobtrusive condition (i.e., obser-

vers surreptitiously recording usage from a guard shelter). While 32°0 of 

2,575 drivers buckled during the unobtrusive observation, 55°0 of 2,279 

drivers buckled when the observations were obtrusive (Geller, 1984b). 

It might be argued that safety belt programs that apply behavior 

change strategies beyond obtrusive observation a!"e urrnecL'Ssary. How-

ever, although safety belt usage can be motivated via obtrusive obser-

vation, the behavior is certainly transient in nature. Moreover, alt-

hough obtrusive observation in the present study may reveal spuriously 

high shoulder belt usage, it can be argued that commitment-related 

increases in shoulder belt usage would cause visible increases over 

Post-Announcement usage. Indeed, Figure 9 depicts a significant 

increase in shoulder belt usage by pledge card signers between the 

Post-Announcement phase and the Pledge Period X 2 = 5.80, p < .01). 

Non-pledgers did not increase significantly after the Post-Announcement 

phase. 

Although any increases in shoulder belt usage at the church could 

be partly due to reactivity, there a re other trends in the data that a re 

best explained by additional environmental or experimental factors. For 

instance, regardless of high usage rates at departure, a constant 
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upward trend is seen for the arriving church-goers, especially for 

females (see Figures 6 and 7). In fact, shoulder belt usage of all 

arriving occupants rose continuously. Baseline usage of entering occu-

pants was 2796 of 959, rising to 29% of 933 during Post-Announcement, 

increasing again to 3390 of 400 during the Pledge Period, remaining <it 

3396 of 936 after a one-month break in observation, and 32°0 of 494 dur-

ing Long-Term Follow-up. There are two plausible explanations for the 

increase in safety belt usage of arriving persons. One explanation is 

that with repeated experience, participants (females in particular) 

learned to expect observers to be at the church upon arrival. 

However, another explanation may be that some of the church-

goers actually increased their everyday use of safety belts (regardless 

of data recorders) and this increase was seen in their usage upon arri-

val. That is, while usage during departure rose and fell erratically, 

females' usage upon arrival was constantly increasing. Since follow-up 

observation was neither announced nor expected, church-goers would 

not be expected to exhibit reactivity. That is, those who wo1·e a 

shoulder belt to church on follow-up Sundays were likely to be exhibit-

ing internally-elicited behaviors. 

The increase in shoulder belt usage upon arrival seems to have 

been largely the result of arriving females increasing their safety belt 

use. This significant interaction of gender and phase could be attri-

buted to two causes. First, females may react more strongly than males 

to being observed. An increase in female shoulder belt usage resulting 

from the announcement may have been maintained throughout the pro-

ject. However, this explanation is doubtful since any reactance effects 
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should have stabilized after the novelty of observers diminished. In 

reality, shoulder belt usage of entering females increased throughout 

the five-month period, probably reflecting an actual generalized 

increase in shoulder belt usage of females. 

Gender differences in shoulder belt usage have resulted from other 

safety belt campaigns. For instance, females have been rather consis-

tent in exhibiting higher shoulder belt usage than males as a result of 

incentive programs (Geller, 1983). It may be that females are more 

inclined than males to be influenced by any effort to increase safety 

belt wearing. Further research is needed to determine explanations for 

the differential responses of men and women to a safety belt campaign. 

Efficacy of the commitment program can also be analyzed through 

inspection of pledge card signers' behavior. As seen in Figure 9, 

pledgers were initially more prone to buckling than were non-signers. 

However, larger increases in buckling were seen for signers than for 

non-signers after the intervention, suggesting a differential impact due 

to pledge cards and commitment. Apparently, signing a pledge card 

did have a significant impact on safety belt use. Certainly, too, some 

people will privately pledge to themselves an aim to 1 ncrease their 

safety belt wearing. 

The results suggest three goals for future research. One goal 

would be to implement and compare modifications of the program to 

achieve wider appeal. That is, a program is needed which would appeal 

to males as well as females and to all age groups. Perhaps a program 

for children could be presented in Sunday School, while the adult 

emphasis in church could be generalized to impact single and elderly 
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persons who do not act as role models for youngsters. 

It may be beneficial to increase the salience of the minister in 

relation to the pledge card program. Since ministers are respected fig-

ures in the church and the community at large, their prompts or advice 

may be heeded as noteworthy and may result in more serious considera-

tion of the pledge cards. With more participation and enthusiasm on the 

part of the minister, this simple pledge card intervention may have 

greater impact, while remaining cost-effective and practical. 

Second, since those who signed pledge cards did significantly 

increase their shoulder belt wearing, a related goal is clearly to con-

vince a greater number of people (males and females) to sign cards. 

Incentives could be offered to encourage church-goers to sign and 

return pledge cards. The effect could be evaluated by comparing return 

rates of pledge cards under incentive conditions and without incentives. 

If pledge card signing and subsequent safety belt usage is higher with 

incentives, will there be a trade-off in maintenance of the wearing 

behavior? That is, will incentives bring the wearing behavior under 

external control which disappears more quickly than does the pledge 

that is entirely internally-based? 

Perhaps an interesting twist to incentives would be a contingency 

that for each pledge card signer, a certain amount of money would be 

donated to charity. In such a system, a volunteer group would be 

improving the quality of life by not only motivating safety belt usage, 

but also contributing to a worthy cause of their choice. In turn, the 

church-goers would be encouraged by helping others (as well as them-

selves), and a charity-directed incentive may be more readily internal-
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ized than a material prize. 

A third goal for future research would be to develop a method to 

control for reactivity at church sites. For instance, would church offi-

cials permit unobtrusive observation of church-goers (e.g., recording 

data from buildings through windows, or observing from inside incon-

spicuous parked vehicles)? Would church officials hesitate to approve 

such methods for ethical reasons? If unobtrusive observation is 

achieved, will shoulder belt usage differ from the results in the present 

study? 

In conclusion, church-based commitment strategies should be 

developed and refined for implementation in communitywide efforts to 

motivate safety belt use. Communitywide efforts require locations, spon-

sors, and delivery agents (Geller, 1984b), and churches easily fulfill 

these requirements. Since a variety of churches are found in every 

community, many people can be exposed to safety belt programs. More-

over, church members meet on a regular basis, so repeated contact with 

the public is easily managed if necessary. Churches provide a rare 

opportunity to interact with entire families regularly. Also, the elderly 

can be affected by church-based programs, since some elderly people 

rarely leave home except to go to church. In general, a church-based 

prngram can affect a variety of citizens who would not have contact 

with other programs (such as industry- or campus-based programs.) It 

is expected that church officials would readily approve safety belt prn-

gr·arns in their churches, since improved quality of life is an ideal of 

most religions. Delivery agents can range from church choir members 

to scout troops or college fraternities and sororities. 
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The church-based pledge card strategy has promising potential for 

motivating church-goers to wear safety belts. However, the present 

study indicates only marginal success, and hence, future resea1·ch is 

needed to discover the causes of the positive female response and neu-

tral male response to the program, and to more successfully encourage 

people to make written commitments to wear safety belts. 
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INCREASING SAFETY BELT USAGE 

THROUGH PERSONAL COMMIT~·tENT: 

A CHURCH-BASED PLEDGE CARD PROGRAM 

by 

Ann Elizabeth Talton 

(ABSTRACT) 

A pledge card program designed to motivate safety belt use was 

implemented at a Baptist church in Blacksburg, Virginia. The 

intervention consisted of an educational insert and pledge card which 

were included in church bulletins on one Sunday morning. The insert 

described the risk of injury on highways and added a prompt for 

parents to provide positive role models for their children by wearino 

safety belts. The pledge card included a statement that signers would 

buckle their safety belts for four weeks when traveling. 

Data were collected at predetermined time periods on Sunday 

mornings between January 29 and May 20, 1984. The study consisted of 

five phases: Unannounced Baseline, Announced Baseline, Pledge Period, 

Follow-Up, and Long-Term Follow-Up. 

Ten percent of 441 individuals attending church when the pledge 

cards were distributed signed and 

revealed that shoulder belt use of 

returned a pledge card. 

pledge card signers 

Results 

increased 

significantly after signing the pledge cards, while shoulder belt use of 

non-signers did not significantly increase. In addition, shoulder belt 

usage of females was significantly higher than shoulder belt r.Jsage of 



males following the announcement of the research and throughout the 

remainder of the ·study. Evidence of participant reactivity is also 

presented. 

Suggestions are made for mitigating reactivity, for achieving 

greater impact on males, and for motivating more males and females to 

sign pledge cards. 


	0001
	0002
	0003
	0004
	0005
	0006
	0007
	0008
	0009
	0010
	0011
	0012
	0013
	0014
	0015
	0016
	0017
	0018
	0019
	0020
	0021
	0022
	0023
	0024
	0025
	0026
	0027
	0028
	0029
	0030
	0031
	0032
	0033
	0034
	0035
	0036
	0037
	0038
	0039
	0040
	0041
	0042
	0043
	0044
	0045
	0046
	0047
	0048
	0049
	0050
	0051
	0052
	0053
	0054

