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Car Seat Stages by Age
When to switch, and when to wait

Rear-facing
Infant Seat

Birth → ~12 mo
Birth–30 lbs.

Straps at/below
shoulders.

Rear-facing
Convertible

1 – 4 years
Rear-face to
age 2 min —

ideally to limit.

Forward-facing
with Harness

4 – 7 years
Outgrew rear-
facing limits.

Top tether a must.

Booster
Seat

7 – ~12 years
Until the 5-step

test passes.
Belt-positioning.

Seatbelt
Only

~12 yrs / 4′9"
4'9" tall AND
passes the
5-step test.

AAP position: rear-face until at least age 2, ideally until the convertible seat's maximum. NHTSA: 46% of car seats are installed incorrectly - get a free check
at your local fire station or hospital (search CPST locator at nhtsa.gov).

THE  INCH  & PINCH  TESTS

After buckling, the harness shouldn't

move more than 1 inch side-to-side

at the hips, and you shouldn't be able

to pinch a fold of webbing at the

collarbone. Re-check every ride.

CHEST  CLIP  AT  ARMPIT  LEVEL

The retainer clip sits flat at armpit

height — not on the belly (won't

restrain) and not on the throat (injury

risk). It's the single thing techs re-

adjust most.

WHY  REAR-FACING  WINS

Rear-facing cradles the head, neck,

and spine and spreads crash force

across the shell. A child is

dramatically safer rear-facing —

keep them there to the seat's limit,

not just to age 2.

GET  A  FREE  INSTALL  CHECK

NHTSA finds ~46% of seats are

installed or used wrong. A free

certified CPST check (most fire

stations, many hospitals — locator at

nhtsa.gov) takes about 15 minutes.

TIGHT  INSTALL: ≤1 INCH

At the belt path the seat shouldn't

move more than 1 inch front-to-back

or side-to-side. Use LATCH or the

seat belt — never both unless the

manual specifically allows it.

LATCH  HAS  A  WEIGHT  LIMIT

Switch from lower-LATCH anchors to

the seat belt once child + seat weight

passes ~65 lbs (check the label). The

top tether stays attached for every

forward-facing install.

NO  BULKY  COATS  UNDER  THE  HARNESS

Thick coats compress in a crash and

leave the harness loose. Buckle the

harness first, then lay a blanket or the

coat backwards over the straps for

warmth.

THE  5-STEP  BOOSTER-READINESS  TEST

Ready for a seat belt only when: back

against the seat, knees bend at the

edge, lap belt low on the hips,

shoulder belt across the collarbone,

and they can hold it the whole ride —

usually ~4'9" and 10–12 yrs.

NEVER  REUSE  AN  UNKNOWN  SEAT

Skip any seat that is expired,

recalled, in a prior crash, or missing

its label and manual. A history you

can't verify isn't worth the risk.
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