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 What is a Motor Vehicle Collision? 
 
A motor vehicle collision is an unintended event involving a motor vehicle in transport, whether moving or 
ready to move, that cause death, injury, or property damage on a public road.1 Among unintentional injuries, 
motor vehicle collisions were one of the top three causes of death among people aged 5-44 years old in 
2020.2 There were close to 41,000 deaths from vehicle collisions in 2020, which amounted to $430 billion 
from medical cost and cost estimates for lives lost.3  Globally, around 1.35 million people (approximately 
3,740 people every day) are fatally wounded, and 20-50 million people are injured in motor vehicle collisions 
every year.4 In 2019, there were 3,737 people killed and 269,031 people injured from motor vehicle collisions 
in California.5 

 

Risk Factors for Motor Vehicle Collisions 
 
Demographic Risk Factors 

• Age 
○ In 2021, 20-34-year-olds in the United States had the highest rates of being involved in a 

motor vehicle collision, followed by 35-69-year-olds. Children younger than 13 years old were 
least likely to be involved in a motor vehicle collision resulting in death compared to other age 
groups.6 

○ Death rates due to motor vehicle collisions increase as the child seat age requirement 
decreases.7 
○ Counties with a higher age requirement  for occupying child/boosters have fewer youth 

death rates compared to counties with a lower age requirement.7 
○ Newly licensed teens are most vulnerable to motor vehicle collisions due to driver 

inexperience and the transition to independent driving.8-10 
○ For every 1,000 motor vehicle collisions, older adults ages 70 and older have higher death 

rates compared to middle-aged adults ages 34-54.11 
 

• Race/Ethnicity 
○ In the United States, Non-Hispanic American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN) and Non-Hispanic 

Black Americans had higher death rates due to motor vehicle collisions (24.0 per 100,000 
population and 18.1 per 100,000 population, respectively), compared to Non-Hispanic White 
(12.2 per 100,000) Americans in 2020.7 

 
• Sex 

○ In the United States, males had higher death rates due to motor vehicle collisions than 
females (18.1 per 100,000 population and 6.7 per 100,000 population, respectively) at all ages 
in 2020.6 
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 Social and Behavioral Risk Factors 
• Location 

○ In the United States, motor vehicle collisions to pedestrians are more likely to happen in areas 
further from an intersection.12 
○ There are more objects that help reduce speed and make drivers more aware of their 

surroundings in an intersection, such as stop signs, stop lights, and crosswalks. 
○ Children living in rural areas are more likely to be killed in the event of a motor vehicle 

collision.7 
○ Seat belts and child car seats are used more in urban areas. 

○ Most pedestrian deaths due to motor vehicle collisions happen in urban areas.12 
○ Population is denser in urban areas, increasing the likelihood that a collision would 

happen, compared to rural areas where there is less traffic and people are more spread 
out. 

 
• Alcohol Use 

○ A driver with a blood alcohol concentration (BAC) of more than 0.08 grams per deciliter (g/dL) 
is considered alcohol-impaired in the United States.13 

○ In 2020, 3 out of 10 motor vehicle collision fatalities in the United States involved an alcohol-
impaired driver.13 

 
• Drug Abuse 

○ Both illicit and prescription drugs can impair an individual.14 
○ Drug usage may double the driver’s risk of being involved in a motor vehicle collision in the 

United States. 
○ The risk of being in a motor vehicle collision is more pronounced when using drugs and 

alcohol in combination.14 
 

• Seat Belt Use 
○ Seat belts reduce collision-related injuries and deaths by half.16 
○ Seat belts were designed to: 

○ Keep you upright and close to your seat. 
○ Slow your body from hitting another object in the case of a motor vehicle collision. 
 

• Nighttime Driving 
○ In 2019, most pedestrian deaths due to motor vehicle collisions happened at night in the 

United States.12,17 
○ 46% of collision deaths happened between 6pm and 3am.6, 
 

• Speeding 
○ Speeding is driving a motor vehicle at a speed that is too fast for conditions, racing or 

exceeding the speed limit.6 
○ Higher vehicle speeds increase likelihood of a pedestrian being struck by a motor vehicle.18,19 
○ Over the past decade, speeding had been a factor in 1 of 4 motor collision deaths in the 

United States.6 
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National Statistics and Disparities 

• In 2021, more than 40,000 people died due to motor vehicle collisions in the United 

States.6 

• Between 2017-2021, males in the United States had a higher age-adjusted death rate due 
to motor vehicle injuries compared to females.20 

• In the United States, between 2017-2021, males, on average, had a 2.6 times higher 
death rate due to motor vehicle injuries compared to females.20 

• From 2017-2019, the overall age-adjusted death rate due to motor vehicle injuries in the 
United States decreased, however, it increased from 2019-2021.20 
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• In 2020, Non-Hispanic American Indian/Alaskan Natives had the highest actual and       
age-adjusted rates of death due to motor vehicle injuries compared to all other races/
ethnicities in the United States.20 

• In 2020, Non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islanders had the lowest actual (4.2 per 100,000    
residents) and age-adjusted (4.1 per 100,000 residents) rates of death due to motor      
vehicle injuries compared to all other races/ethnicities in the United States.20 
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• Individuals 80 years and older (21.4 per 100,000 residents) had the highest actual death rate 
due to motor vehicle collisions, followed closely by 20-29-year-olds (20.5 per 100,000 
residents).20 

• Among every age group 20 years and older, the death rate due to motor vehicle injuries was 
higher than the total actual and age-adjusted death rate in the United States.20  

 
Cost 

• The U.S. Department of Transportation estimated that the annual economic cost of 
motor vehicle collisions in the United States was $340 billion in 2019.21 

• Out of the $340 billion:21 
○ $106 billion was due to lost market and household productivity. 
○ $115 billion was because of property damage. 
○ Medical expenses amounted to $31 billion. 
○ Congestion caused by crashes accounted for $36 billion. 
○ All other crash-related costs totaled $51.4 billion. 
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National, State, and Local Statistics 

• Compared to California and the United States, San Diego County had a lower                  
age-adjusted death rate due to motor vehicle collisions from 2017-2021.20,22 

• Although San Diego County's age-adjusted death rate due to motor vehicle collisions was 
lower than California's and the United States, it is important to practice prevention 
efforts because death rates continued to increase in San Diego County from                  
2019-2021.20,22 
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State Statistics and Disparities 

• Between 2017-2021, males in California had higher age-adjusted death rates due to 
motor vehicle injuries compared to females.20 

• In California, between 2017-2021, males, on average, had 2.7 times higher motor vehicle 
injury death rates compared to females.20 
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• In 2020, Non-Hispanic American Indian/Alaskan Natives had the highest actual and       
age-adjusted death rate due to motor vehicle injuries compared to all other races/
ethnicities in California.20 

• In 2020, Non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islanders had the lowest actual and age-adjusted 
death rates due to motor vehicle injuries compared to all other races/ethnicities in   
California.20 
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• In 2021, 20-29-year-olds had the highest death rate due to motor vehicle injuries (20.9 
per 100,000 residents), followed by those 80 years and older (17.7 per 100,000              
residents).20 
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• In 2021, residents of subregional areas National City, Lakeside, and Vista had the highest 
motor vehicle injury death rates in San Diego County.22 

• Compared to other subregional areas, in 2021, residents of Kearny Mesa and Central San 
Diego had the lowest motor vehicle injury death rates in San Diego County.22 
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Local Statistics and Disparities 

• The age-adjusted death rate from motor vehicle injuries in North Central Region was  
lower than San Diego County and all other Health and Human Services Agency (HHSA)  
regions, every year between 2017-2021.22 

• The age-adjusted death rate from motor vehicle injuries in East Region and North Inland 
Region was higher than San Diego County and all other HHSA regions, every year           
between 2017-2021.22 
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• In San Diego County, North Inland Region had the highest actual and age-adjusted death 
rates (11.6 per 100,000 residents respectively) due to motor vehicle injuries, followed by 
East Region (11.0 per 100,000 residents respectively) in 2021.22 

• In San Diego County, North Central Region had the lowest actual (4.8 per 100,000         
residents) and age-adjusted (4.6 per 100,000) death rates due to motor vehicle injuries, 
followed by Central Region (8.9 per 100,000 residents actual and 8.7 per 100,000   resi-
dents age-adjusted) in 2021.22 
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• In 2021, Non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islanders had the lowest actual and age-adjusted 
rates of death due to motor vehicle injuries in San Diego County compared to other race/
ethnicities.22 

• Compared to other race/ethnicities, Hispanic residents of San Diego County had the 
highest actual (11.6 per 100,000 residents) and age-adjusted (12.1 per 100,000 residents) 
rates of death due to motor vehicle injuries in 2021.22 

• In 2021, males in San Diego County had higher actual (14.1 per 100,000 residents) and 
age-adjusted (14.0 per 100,000 residents) rates of death due to motor vehicle injuries 
compared to females.22 
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• In San Diego County, 40-49-year-olds (6.6 per 100,000 residents) and 60-69-year-olds (9.3 
per 100,000 residents) had lower death rates due to motor vehicle crashes in 2021    
compared to residents overall in San Diego County (9.6 per 100,000 residents actual and 
9.4 per 100,000 adjusted).22 

• In 2021, individuals 80 years and older (19.5 per 100,000 residents) had the highest actu-
al death rate in San Diego County, followed by 20-29-year-olds (17.0 per 100,000 resi-
dents).22 
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Motor Vehicle Collisions: Prevention for Individuals 
 
Deaths due to motor vehicle collisions are unfortunate and costly, but can be prevented. Risk of injury due 
to a motor vehicle collision can be reduced with modifiable risk factors. 
 
Seat Belts and Car Seats 
• When inside of a vehicle, use your seat belt. Using seat belts help reduce collision-related injuries and 

deaths.16 
• Children ages 8 and younger should occupy a safety/booster seat. 23,24 
 
Impaired Driving 
• Avoid consuming any alcohol, other illicit drugs, and any prescription/over-the-counter medications 

known to impair driving. 25 
• If impaired or under the influence, plan ahead and get a ride home and/or agree on a designated driver.  
 
Distracted Driving 
• Avoid multitasking while driving. 

• If possible, assign navigation or other tasks to the passenger to reduce distractions. 
 
Bicyclists/Motorcyclists 

• Wear a helmet 
○ Wearing a helmet can reduce the risk of head and brain injuries and is at least 37% effective in 

preventing deaths among motorcycle riders.26,27
 

○ Helmets may reduce the risk of head injury by 69%.28
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Prevention Tools for Public Health Professionals: Motor Vehicle Collisions Critical Pathway 
 
There are many opportunities for public health professionals in the community to help reduce the risk of 
motor vehicle collision injuries and to improve the health outcomes of individuals who already have been 
involved in one. To assist in community health efforts, a Motor Vehicle Collisions Critical Pathway was 
developed.  
 
The Motor Vehicle Collisions Critical Pathway is a tool to be used in health promotion efforts. Its purpose is 
to identify populations at greater risk of being involved in a motor vehicle collision, and to identify 
prevention and early intervention opportunities. The Motor Vehicle Collisions Critical Pathway displays a 
diagram of the major risk factors and intermediate outcomes or related diseases that have an impact on, or 
result from, motor vehicle collisions. Risk factors are marked as non-modifiable (black striped bars) such as 
race/ethnicity or sex and modifiable (solid colored bars) such as seat belt use and drug abuse.  
 
Beneath the risk factors diagram is a data grid describing the San Diego resident population in relation to 
selected elements of the pathway. The data grid is designed to assist in quick identification of opportunities 
for interventions that might have a high impact on being involved in a motor vehicle collision. The data 
represent all San Diegans, not only those involved in a particular type of collision. The left axis (bar) 
indicates the percent of the population with a known risk factor or intermediate outcome. The right axis 
(diamond) indicates the rate of a particular medical encounter within the population that is specified. The 
data are described fully in the complete version of the Critical Pathways.  
 
In addition, the Community Health Statistics Unit website (www.SDHealthStatistics.com) provides detailed 
demographic, health and facility data including maps of geographically formatted health data. Also available 
are links to other County data sources, state and national sites of interest. For further assistance with data 
or interpretation, please contact the Community Health Statistics Unit. 
 

http://www.sdcounty.ca.gov/hhsa/programs/phs/community_health_statistics/
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Motor Vehicle Collision Critical Pathway 
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