
Dear Dr. Gardner, 

I am responding to the email you sent to Louis Molino last week. 

In 2004, NHTSA revised the regulation for head restraints to counter a high incidence of whiplash 

injuries in rear-end crashes.  Our position on the safest setting for a head restraint was discussed in a 

preamble to the regulation.  It more or less mirrors what you cited from Edmunds, though setting it 

“somewhere between the top of your ears and the top of your head” does not sound like something 

quoted from NHTSA.   To prevent whiplash, the head restraint should be set to a height that will best 

restrain the back of your head in a rear impact.  To prevent neck hyperflexion, the top of the head 

restraint should probably be set higher than what Edmunds suggests for most head restraints. 

For a complete reckoning of NHTSA’s position on head restraints, please review the preamble to the 

2004 regulation, which can be found here: 

www.regulations.gov 

Document ID no.  NHTSA-2004-19807-0002 

It is written in plain English and should be understandable to laymen.  I hope you find helpful advice for 

your patients within this document. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Peter G. Martin, PhD, PE 
Office of Crashworthiness Standards 
Light Duty Vehicle Division 
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
1200 New Jersey Avenue SE 
Washington DC 20590 
 
E: peter.martin@dot.gov 
P: (202) 366-5668 
 

From: Dr. Steve Gardner [mailto:drsteve@easyspine.com]  
Sent: Thursday, May 2, 2019 10:14 PM 
To: Molino, Louis (NHTSA) <Louis.Molino@dot.gov> 
Subject: Request for proper position of headrests in layman's terms 
 

Dear Louis, 
  
Would you be able to please send me any text regarding the official position of the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration on the correct position of headrests when driving?  Something written in 
layman’s terms.   
  
I found this quote online (https://www.edmunds.com/car-safety/protect-your-neck.html): 
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“But how should these restraints be adjusted? According to the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA), to be effective, the top of the restraint should lie somewhere between the top of 
your ears and the top of your head. If the restraint articulates for horizontal adjustment, it should be 
placed so that it's as close to your head as possible, without pushing your head forward or causing the 
height of the restraint to drop. The position of your seatback is also important — less is better when it 
comes to reclining. A more upright seatback means that the head restraint will likely be in a safer 
position — one that's closer to your head.” 
  
But before I tell my patients that this is what the NHTSA says, I’d like to make sure that’s correct – that 

this quote is coming from NHTSA. 

Any help much appreciated. 

Thanks so much! 

Dr. Steve Gardner 

(301) 986-4810 

www.easyspine.com 

drsteve@easyspine.com 
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