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Summary

In 2017, for the ninth consecutive year, motor vehicle traffic
crashes were not among the top 10 causes of death in the United
States. Motor vehicle crashes were the 13th leading cause of
death overall among all causes in both 2016 and 2017. Motor
vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of death for ages
3,11,12,and 17 to 21 in 2017. In 2016 motor vehicle traffic crashes
were the leading cause of death for ages 10, 11, and 17 to 22.

When motor vehicle traffic crashes were ranked within unin-
tentional injury deaths, they were the second leading cause of
death during both 2016 and 2017. They were the leading cause
of unintentional injury death for ages 3 to 21 in 2017. In 2016
motor vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of inten-
tional injury death for ages 3 to 22, and 65 and 66.

Assessing by another measure, the years of life lost (i.e., the
number of years people were expected to live had they not
died), motor vehicle traffic crashes ranked 7th in 2016 and 2017
as it has been ranked since 2011. This reflects the toll that motor
vehicle traffic crashes take on the younger population.

Background

The National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), a division
of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), pub-
lishes detailed tabulations of the leading causes of death in its
annual report on mortality. In these tabulations, the fatalities
due to motor vehicle traffic crashes are included in the general
category of “Unintentional Injuries,” even though such fatalities
comprise a large proportion of all fatalities, especially among
the younger population. To highlight the contribution of motor
vehicle crashes in causing fatalities, NHTSA considers them as
a separate cause of death while ranking the leading causes of
death. This Research Note examines the status of motor vehicle
traffic crashes as a leading cause of death in the United States
in 2016 and 2017. The objective is to update the relevant statis-
tics reported in the previously published research note (DOT
HS 812 499) that was based on the mortality data for 2015. The
ranking is based on 68 causes of death adopted by NHTSA’s
National Center for Statistics and Analysis (NCSA) to rank the
leading causes of death.

NHTSA's National Center for Statistics and Analysis

The list of 68 causes of death is comprehensive in that all under-
lying causes are represented in this list. Fifty-one of these 68
adopted causes reflect the underlying causes based on internal
morbid bodily conditions, while 16 causes reflect the underly-
ing causes based on external factors such as crashes and acts
of violence, and the remaining one cause reflects all other dis-
eases. This 68-cause listing is not arbitrary and closely agrees
with the special listing of causes of death used by the NCHS to
report statistics on leading causes of death in the United States.
The latter differs from the NCSA listing primarily in causal
areas related to unintentional injuries (accidental death). While
NCHS uses the combined cause of unintentional injuries in its
reports of leading causes of death, this study separates out the
various causes that comprise unintentional injuries, such as
fatalities in motor vehicle traffic crashes, accidental falls, acci-
dental poisoning, motor vehicle non-traffic/other crashes, etc.
Accordingly, the rankings of some causes of death will differ
from those reported by NCHS. The NCSA-adopted listing of
causes of death also differs from the NCHS listing in terms of
causes of infant mortality. For the sake of public health inter-
est, NCHS uses a detailed 130-cause listing, but the NCSA list
combines infant mortality into one major cause — conditions
originating in the perinatal period.

Also, the fatality totals for motor vehicle traffic crashes reported
by NCHS differ marginally from those reported by NHTSA
due to definitional differences. NCSA uses the Fatality Analysis
Reporting System (FARS), a census of fatal traffic crashes in the
50 States, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico to report
fatality totals for each year. To be included in FARS a crash must
involve a motor vehicle traveling on a trafficway customarily
open to the public and must result in the death of at least one
person (occupant of a vehicle or a nonoccupant) within 30 days
of the crash. In contrast, NCHS uses information reported on
death certificates as original records. The information is filed
in State registration offices and then a national database is com-
piled through the Vital Statistics Cooperation Program. Due to
these differences NHTSA underreports the fatality count and
places the remaining difference in “motor vehicle nontraffic/
other crashes.” An example of such a crash is any motor vehicle
traffic crash where the occupant dies more than 30 days after
the crash.
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To highlight the tremendous toll that motor vehicle traffic
crashes take on the younger population, NCSA also included
the ranking based on the years of life lost. Accordingly, this
study found that while motor vehicle traffic crashes ranked
13th overall as causes of death in 2016 and 2017, they ranked 7th
in terms of the years of life lost. These ranks follow the ranking
of other major causes of death such as heart diseases, cancer,
chronic lower respiratory diseases, stroke, accidental poisoning
and suicide.

Figure 1

Trends

Figure 1 shows the trend in the number of fatalities, as well
as the rank of motor vehicle traffic crashes as a cause of death
from 1981 to 2017. For the ninth consecutive year, motor vehi-
cle traffic crashes in 2017 were not among the top 10 causes of
death in the United States.

Number and Rank of Motor Vehicle Traffic Crashes as a Cause of Death in the United States, 1981-2017*
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*Please refer to the Methodology section in this note about making year-to-year comparisons of ranking.
Data Source: NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality Data 1981-2017; FARS 1981-2017 Final File

Leading Cause of Death by Age and Sex

Figure 2 shows the trend of the rank of motor vehicle traffic
crashes as a leading cause of death by sex. The rank of motor
vehicle traffic crashes as a leading cause of death differed
between males and females. While ranked 13th overall, in
2016 and 2017 motor vehicle traffic crashes ranked 9th among
males and 15th among females as cause of death. Motor vehi-
cle traffic crashes in 2017 were the leading cause of death for
ages 3, 11, 12, and 17 to 21. In 2016 motor vehicle traffic crashes
were the leading cause of death for ages 10, 11, and 17 to 22.

When ranked by specific ages in 2017, motor vehicle traf-
fic crashes were the leading cause of death among males for
each age 6, 8, 11, 12, 18, and 21. Among females in 2017, motor
vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of death for each
age 3 and 16 to 21. When ranked by specific ages in 2016 motor
vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of death among
males for each age 10, 11, and 17 to 22. Among females in 2016
motor vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of death
for each age 3, 8, 10, 11, and 16 to 23.

Leading Cause of Unintentional Injury Death
by Age and Sex

For 2016 and 2017 NCHS lists unintentional injury as the third
leading cause of death. Unintentional injuries accounted for
59 and 6.0 percent of all deaths in 2016 and 2017 while motor

NHTSA's National Center for Statistics and Analysis

vehicle traffic crashes accounted for 23.4 and 22.1 percent of
these deaths in 2016 and 2017. While ranked second overall,
in 2016 and 2017 the rank of motor vehicle traffic crashes as
a leading cause of unintentional injury death varied little
between males and females. When considering only uninten-
tional injury deaths, motor vehicle traffic crashes were ranked
second among males and third among females as a cause in
both years.

When ranked by specific ages in 2017, motor vehicle traffic
crashes were the leading cause of unintentional injury death
for every age 3 to 21. In 2016 motor vehicle traffic crashes were
the leading cause of unintentional injury death for every age
3 to 22, and 65 and 66.

When ranked by specific ages in 2017, motor vehicle traffic
crashes were the leading cause of unintentional injury death
among males for every age 4 to 21. Among females in 2017,
motor vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of unin-
tentional injury death for each age 3 to 21. When ranked by
specific ages in 2016, motor vehicle traffic crashes were the
leading cause of unintentional injury death among males for
every age 5 to 22 and 65 to 68. Among females in 2016, motor
vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause of unintentional
injury death for each age 3 to 23.
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Figure 2

Rank of Motor Vehicle Traffic Crashes as a Cause of Death in the United States, by Sex, 1981-2017*
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*Please refer to the Methodology section in this note about making year-to-year comparisons of ranking.
Data Source: NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality Data 1981-2017; FARS 1981-2017 Final File

Methodology

Years of Life Lost: This is the expected number of years someone
would have lived had the person not died. The number of years
of life lost due to a cause is the aggregate of years of expected
life lost for all people who died due to that cause. The expected
number of years of the remaining life of a person is calculated
using tables of life expectancy by age for each year from the
CDC (Life Table for the Total Population: United States, 2016 &
2017, NCHS).

The tables on the following page show the top 10 leading causes
of death and unintentional injury death by age group in the
years 2016 and 2017. The age groups used to rank causes in this
research note reflect categories of interest to NHTSA in terms
of child-restraint programs (toddlers, infants, and young chil-
dren), new drivers (youth and young adults), other adults, and
older people.

Year-to-Year Comparisons: The coding of mortality data changed
meaningfully in 1999. Therefore, the comparisons of the num-
ber of deaths and death rates from 1998 and earlier years with
the statistics for 1999 and later years is not advisable. Also,
cause-of-injury groups were updated in 2003, which may affect
some WISQARS mortality reports. Since 1999 mortality data
has been coded using International Classification of Disease-
10th Revision (ICD-10). Mechanism and cause of injury are
based on ICD-10 external cause of injury codes.
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In 2015 NHTSA began using FARS numbers rather than
CDC reported motor vehicle traffic crash numbers. This led
to changes in the historical rankings of motor vehicle traffic
crashes, overall and across sex and specific ages. In 2019 NHTSA
began using each year’s CDC life tables with each year’s fatal-
ity counts, rather than always using the most recently available
estimates. This led to new, more precise years of potential life
lost estimates.

The CDC maintains a web portal called WISQARS (Web-Based
Injury Statistics Query and Reporting System) that presents the
leading causes of fatal injury in the United States going back
to 1981. The rank order for some of the earlier years shown in
Figure 1 was excerpted from the WISQARS website at https://
webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/leadcause html.

The trend of rankings presented in Figures 1 and 2 should be
viewed in the context of the coding changes and categoriza-
tions of causes of death over the time periods outlined above.

For More Information

For questions regarding the information in this research
note, please contact NCSAWEB@dot.gov.

The suggested APA format citation for this document is:

Webb, C. N. (2020, July). Motor vehicle traffic crashes as a leading
cause of death in the United States, 2016 and 2017 (Traffic Safety
Facts Research Note. Report No. DOT HS 812 927). National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration.

This research note and other general information on
highway traffic safety may be accessed by Internet
users at: www-nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov/CATS/index.aspx
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