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The process of collecting the detailed case files and extracting 
information revealed some interesting and unique aspects of 
researching older driver fatalities.  When a non-elderly driver is 
killed, death is usually immediate (at the scene), obvious, and the 
collision is often extremely severe.  As a result, the police usually 
perform a detailed forensic documentation and reconstruction effort.  
Photographs are generally taken, autopsies are often performed, and 
complete reports are generated.  Newspaper articles may be included 
in the file.  In contrast, fatalities to older drivers are generally not 
immediately apparent.  The collision is often of moderate severity, 
there may be little external evidence of serious injury, and the death 
may not occur for several days.  As a result of this typical scenario, 
the documentation is generally much less thorough.  Photographs are 
less often available, a reconstruction is generally not done, and the 
file often contains no information about the cause of death.   

The methods employed in the FARS study are, of course, subject 
to several limitations.  Many states were unwilling to participate in 
the study.  As a result, the cases were sampled from only those states 
that do not have policies prohibiting local police departments from 
providing detail crash files to universities.  This sampling restriction 
limits the generality of the findings.  Another limitation is the 
relatively small size of the case sample. The sample has 
characteristics similar to the full database in terms of belt usage and 
other factors that could be cross-checked, but there is evidence that 
we under-sampled some cases having characteristics that appear 
rarely in the field.  For example, none of the sampled cases involved 
a delayed death in the younger age but there were cases in the full 
database.  Therefore, we recommend that the data from the detailed 
case study be used only to assess trends and not to define proportions 
or to predict national results.  The subjective nature of some of the 
coded variables is another limitation of the case study.  While it is 
not feasible to provide a detailed justification for every coding 
decision, selected information is presented in the Appendix to 
illustrate the rationale used. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

The circumstances of fatal crashes involving older drivers are 
unique.  Crash severity is generally lower than it is for younger 
drivers.  Rates of impairment, fault, ejection, single-vehicle crashes, 
airbag deployment, and night-time crashes were significantly greater 
for younger drivers.  The oldest driver fatalities had greater rates of 
belt use and contributing health problems.  The probability of death 
occurring on a date after the crash date increased significantly with 
age, as did the length of time between the crash and the death.  
Injuries to the chest were particularly important for older drivers.  
While head injuries were the most frequent fatal injuries to the 
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youngest drivers, chest injuries were the most frequent for the oldest 
group regardless of crash direction or restraint status. 
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APPENDIX -  

Some cases with FRAILTY = 1 were reasonably objective.  For example, a 
medical examiner’s report may list acute coronary problems as a contributing cause 
of death.  In other cases, however, FRAILTY was assigned based on the 
characteristics of the crash and the damage to the vehicles.  The dearth of 
information in the case file made this subjective determination difficult in some 
instances.  So that the validity of the assignment can be assessed, all cases with 
FRAILTY = 1 are listed below.   
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Similarly, UNSURVIVABLE is a subjective determination, so selected 
examples of cases coded positive for that variable are presented here.  The 
UNSURVIVABLE cases presented below represent typical examples of the unique 
and extreme situations that were coded positive for this variable.   

 
Cases with FRAILTY = 1 (Unbelted unless noted) 

Case 
No. 

 
Age 

 
Sex 

 
Narrative 

090224 80 M Belted D. pulled out of parking lot into the path of a transit 
bus.  Minor collision to his door. 

120029 81 M D. ran a red light and struck a vehicle (moderate severity) 
120779 79 F D. ran a red light and was struck at moderate severity in the 

driver's door.  Medical examiner listed "occlusive coronary 
artery disease" and "medication" as contributive factors in 
the death. 

120852 78 M Belted D. attempted to turn left in front of striking vehicle.  
Moderate impact to D.'s door. 

122073 85 M Belted D. involved in moderate crash at intersection.  D. 
died 5 days after crash from “complications”. 

122373 85 F According to investigating officer, belted D. had a heart 
attack and drove off of road.  Moderate collision after 
traveling ~300 feet off of the road.  Medical examiner listed 
atherosclerotic heart disease as contributing factor. 

130539 78 F Lap-belted D. crossed centerline, hit oncoming vehicle 
head-on at moderate severity. 

170101 77 M D. ran through T intersection, hit an insubstantial warning 
sign and drove into a corn field. No impact other than that 
with the sign (Belt use unknown) 

171275 91 F D. turned left into side of oncoming vehicle at intersection.  
Few details in file since investigating noted that D. "did not 
appear to have life-threatening injuries". 

260790 90 F Belted D. tried to turn left in front of oncoming minivan.  
Moderate oblique impact to pass side. 

270471 81 F Belted D. was having difficulty staying in lane, perhaps due 
to poor visibility in a snow storm.  Nearly hit a witness 
prior to entering oncoming traffic and striking on oncoming 
vehicle head-on at moderate severity. 

280073 86 M D. ran off of road into a culvert.  Minor damage. 
330012 75 M Belted D. turned left in front of oncoming vehicle.  Minor 

collision.  D. died 16 days later from complications 
associated with a pre-existing bowel condition. 

340569 94 F Belted D. had history of disorientation during driving.  
Pulled out "very slowly" in front of oncoming sedan.  
Struck at moderate severity in right front corner. 

360161 45 M D. apparently had a heart attack.  Cardiomyopathy noted as 
cause of death.  No outward signs of trauma.  D. drove into 
the back of a stopped car.  Minor severity collision. 

391055 89 M Belted D. ran off of road and struck a house.  D. then 
backed up and hit the house two more times.  D. died 6 
days later.  No more information re cause of death. 

471061 79 M Belted D. lost control of vehicle, exited road, scraped 
slowly down a pole and rolled onto its side. 
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Cases with UNSURVIVABLE = 1 
Case 
No. 

 
Age 

 
Sex 

 
Narrative 

010319 87 M D. crossed in front of semi, struck in door at ~110 km/h. 
121432 32 M D. tried to turn in front of a large van.  Struck in driver's 

door.  Extremely severe impact. 
131295 40 F D. ran a red light and struck the trailer of a semi.  Severe 

under-ride resulted in impact focused in windshield area 
of D.'s vehicle. 

170822 32 M Oncoming 3-ton pickup with a trailer entered D.'s lane to 
avoid hitting a turning semi in the pickup's lane.  Pickup 
hit D.'s vehicle severely offset to driver's side causing 
massive intrusion at D.'s seating position.     

170843 38 M D. ran into rear of large commercial truck.  Severe under-
ride resulted in stiff metal rear structure of truck 
impacting head/face of D. with massive intrusion at 
driver position (see photograph below). 

171158 39 F D. lost control and went roof-first into a utility pole.  
Impact to roof was at location of D.'s seating position 
(see photograph below).  Massive skull and brain injuries.  

200348 84 F Drunk, speeding young male was driving erratically, 
crossed center line and hit D. head-on.  Extremely severe. 

210598 33 M D. lost control, drove into semi trailer.  Severe under-
ride.  Trailer bottom edge removed top of vehicle.  Severe 
facial fractures, brain injury, and AO dislocation. 

220108 82 M D. ran a stop sign into path of oncoming semi.  Extremely 
severe side impact at driver's door. 

260903 79 M D. lost control and rolled.  Was belted, but top of vehicle 
struck ditch embankment very near D.'s head.  
Substantial localized impact directly above D.'s head. 

270105 38 M Drunk D. crossed road and struck large agricultural trailer 
with driver's door.  Massive damage to vehicle near 
driver's position, D. was eviscerated by interaction with 
trailer.  Ejected when door was torn off vehicle. 

270506 45 F Drunk driver crossed into D.'s lane and struck head on, 
offset to driver's side.  Massive intrusion at driver's seat. 

290551 80 M D. tried to pass, lost control and yawed into path of 
oncoming semi.  Semi struck pass door.  Very severe. 

290852 34 M Semi lost control, crossed into D.’s lane and hit his door 
(see photograph below).  Extremely severe crash. 

310107 44 M D. (drunk) lost control of vehicle, crossed road and came 
back into oncoming travel lane.  Struck in door by large 
SUV at high speed.  Massive intrusion. 

340324 38 F Drunk driver lost control, veered off road, hit utility pole.  
Massive intrusion on door and roof at D’s seat position. 

391148 40 F D. lost control in a turn, left road, hit a rock, then a tree, 
then rolled.  Unbelted D. was partially ejected.  Vehicle 
came to rest on D. 

470964 37 M D. lost control and drove into end of a guard rail (see 
photograph below).  Guard rail entered vehicle through 
RFP door or window and struck D.  Clear abdominal 
evisceration in police photos. 

482924 39 M Ran off road and hit a ditch culvert.  Extremely severe 
crush to right front.  Massive intrusion at D.’s position. 
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Photographs from Selected Cases with UNSURVIVABLE = 1 
 
 

 
Case 470964.  Driver lost control 
and drove into end of guardrail.  
Guardrail entered vehicle through 
right-front passenger window and 
eviscerated driver. 

 
Case 290852.  Large commercial truck 
lost control and struck driver�s door 
with extreme closing velocity. 

 
 

 
Case 170843.  Driver ran into rear of large commercial truck.  Severe under-
ride resulted in stiff metal rear structure of truck striking head/face of driver.  
Massive intrusion (steering wheel in contact with driver�s seatback). 
 
 

     
 
Case 171158.  Vehicle went roof-first into tree.  Impact at location of driver�s 
head.  Massive intrusion at driver�s position and extensive head/neck injuries 
noted at autopsy. 
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