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Summary  
In 2003, motor vehicle traffic crashes were the leading cause 
of death for the age group 4 through 34.  Because of the young 
lives consumed, motor vehicle traffic crashes ranked third 
overall in terms of the years of life lost, i.e., the number of 
remaining years that the person is expected to have lived had 
they not died, behind only cancer and diseases of the heart.  
The table (overleaf) shows the ten leading causes of death by 
age group in 2003.  The age groups reflect categories of 
interest to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 
(NHTSA) in terms of Child-Restraint Programs (Toddlers, 
Infants, and Young Children), New Drivers (Youth and Young 
Adults), Other Adults, and the Elderly.   
 
Background 
This Research Note examines the status of motor vehicle 
traffic crashes as a leading cause of death in the United States 
in 2003.  This note reflects an update of a prior research note 
(DOT HS 809 831) that was based on the mortality data for 2002. 
It is based on a study of the ranking of 68 causes of death, 
which have been adopted by NHTSA’s National Center for 
Statistics and Analysis (NCSA).  This study was originally 
prompted by a number of unanswered questions regarding 
adequate background material and appropriate information 
pertaining to the general concept of motor vehicle traffic 
crashes as a leading cause of death.  Although the National 
Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), in its annual report on 
mortality, publishes detailed tabulations of the leading causes 
of death, the fatalities due to motor vehicle traffic crashes are 
“lumped” into the very general category of Unintentional 
Injuries. Fatalities due to motor vehicle traffic crashes 
comprise a significant proportion of all fatalities due to 
unintentional injuries, especially at younger ages, and this has 
prompted NHTSA to separate motor vehicle crashes as an 
individual cause of death in this report.  NCSA added the 
computation of the years of lost life to the conventional rank 
ordering of the causes of death in order to highlight the 
tremendous toll that motor vehicle traffic crashes have on the 
younger population.  In fact, while motor vehicle traffic 

crashes ranked eighth overall as a cause of death, they were 
ranked as high as third in terms of the years of life lost. 
 
Methodology 
Years of Life Lost: This is the number of remaining years that 
the person is expected to have lived had they not died.  The 
number of years of life lost due to a particular cause is the 
aggregate of years of life lost for all persons that died due to 
that cause.  The expected years of remaining life is calculated 
using standard tables of life expectancy by age (Life 
expectancy at selected ages for 2002, NCHS). 
 
The NCSA-adopted listing of 68 causes of death is 
comprehensive in that all underlying causes are represented.  
Fifty-one of these 68 adopted causes reflect the underlying 
causes based on internal morbid bodily conditions, while 16 
NCSA-adopted causes reflect the underlying causes based on 
external factors such as crashes and acts of violence, and the 
remaining cause reflects all other diseases.  This 68-cause 
listing is not an arbitrary listing, but is generally in close 
agreement with a special listing of death causes used by the 
NCHS to report 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 like fatalities in motor vehicle traffic 
crashes, accidental falls, poisoning, motor vehicle non-traffic 
crashes, etc.   Accordingly, the rank of some causes of death 
will differ from those reported by NCHS.  The NCSA cause 
listing also differs from the NCHS listing for causes of infant 
mortality.  While NCHS, for reasons of public health interest, 
uses a detailed 130-cause listing, the NCSA list combines it 
into one major cause – conditions originating in the perinatal 
period. 
 
 

 

DOT HS 810 568       March 2006

1Rajesh Subramanian, a researcher with the Mathematical Analysis 
Division, can be reached at rsubra@nhtsa.dot.gov. 



  
 

C
au

se
 a

nd
 N

um
be

r o
f D

ea
th

s 

O
th

er
 A

du
lts

 

R
 

A
 

N
 

K
 

 
In

fa
nt

s 
U

nd
er

 1
 

 
To

dd
le

rs
 

1-
3 

Yo
un

g 
C

hi
ld

re
n 

4-
7 

 
C

hi
ld

re
n 

8-
15

 

 
Yo

ut
h 

16
-2

0 

Yo
un

g 
A

du
lts

 
21

-2
4 

25
-3

4 
35

-4
4 

45
-6

4 

 
El

de
rly

 
65

+ 

 
A

ll 
A

ge
s 

 

Ye
ar

s 
of

 
Li

fe
 

Lo
st

2 

1 

Pe
rin

at
al

 
Pe

rio
d 

14
,2

54
 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

48
0 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
47

9 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
1,

58
2 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
5,

98
8 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
4,

31
2 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
6,

67
5 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

15
,5

09
 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

14
5,

53
5 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
56

3,
39

0 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
68

5,
08

9 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

23
%

(8
,6

72
,7

99
) 

 2  

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

5,
62

1 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 

40
1 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

44
4 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

85
9 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

2,
48

9 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

2,
74

4 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
5,

06
5 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
13

,6
00

 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
10

2,
79

2 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

38
8,

91
1 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

55
6,

90
2 

H
ea

rt
 D

is
ea

se
 

 
21

%
(8

,0
27

,8
87

) 

3 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
43

9 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
38

5 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

16
6 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
41

2 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
1,

81
3 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
2,

01
2 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

4,
51

6 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
6,

78
0 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

16
,3

89
 

St
ro

ke
 

 
13

8,
13

4 

St
ro

ke
 

 
15

7,
68

9 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
5%

(1
,7

25
,8

70
) 

 4 
H

om
ic

id
e 

 
34

1 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

33
3 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 

14
9 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

38
9 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
75

2 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
1,

22
1 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

3,
74

1 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
6,

60
2 

St
ro

ke
  

 
16

,0
73

 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
w

r. 
R

es
p.

 D
is

. 
10

9,
13

9 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
w

r. 
R

es
p.

 D
is

. 
12

6,
38

2 

St
ro

ke
 

 
5%

(1
,6

41
,8

83
) 

 5  

In
flu

en
za

/ 
Pn

eu
m

on
ia

  
32

2 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

27
2 

Ex
po

su
re

 to
 

Sm
ok

e/
Fi

re
 

14
5 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

32
0 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

74
9 

M
al

ig
na

nt
 

N
eo

pl
as

m
s 

79
5 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
3,

43
5 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
6,

23
0 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
w

r. 
R

es
p.

 D
is

. 
15

,6
14

 

A
lz

he
im

er
’s

 
 

62
,8

14
 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

74
,2

19
 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
w

r. 
R

es
p.

 D
is

. 
4%

(1
,4

86
,1

30
) 

 6  

Se
pt

ic
em

ia
 

 
27

8 

Ex
po

su
re

 to
 

Sm
ok

e/
Fi

re
 

16
9 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

11
3 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
24

8 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
45

0 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
63

3 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
3,

25
0 

H
IV

 
 

5,
34

0 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
iv

er
 

D
is

ea
se

 
13

,8
94

 

In
flu

en
za

/ 
Pn

eu
m

on
ia

 
57

,6
70

 

In
flu

en
za

/ 
Pn

eu
m

on
ia

 
65

,1
63

 

Pe
rin

at
al

 
Pe

rio
d 

 
3%

(1
,1

10
,4

48
) 

 

7  

N
ep

hr
iti

s/
 

N
ep

hr
os

is
 

18
1 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
15

9 

H
ea

rt
 

D
is

ea
se

 
93

 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 

20
9 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 

30
9 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 

22
3 

H
IV

 
 

1,
58

8 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

3,
11

0 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
10

,3
24

 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

54
,9

19
 

A
lz

he
im

er
’s

 
 

63
,4

57
 

Su
ic

id
e 

 
3%

(1
,1

04
,3

39
) 

 

8 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
14

4 

In
flu

en
za

/ 
Pn

eu
m

on
ia

  
14

1 

In
flu

en
za

/ 
Pn

eu
m

on
ia

  
79

 

Ex
po

su
re

 to
 

Sm
ok

e/
Fi

re
 

14
0 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

24
1 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

17
1 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

65
7 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
iv

er
 

D
is

ea
se

 
3,

02
0 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
9,

70
0 

N
ep

hr
iti

s/
 

N
ep

hr
os

is
 

35
,2

54
 

M
V 

Tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

 
43

,3
40

 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

3%
(1

,0
67

,6
00

) 

 9 

St
ro

ke
 

 
10

1 

M
V 

N
on

tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

4  
10

1 

M
V 

N
on

tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

4  
43

 

M
V 

N
on

tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

4  
12

0 

M
V 

N
on

tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

4  
10

8 

H
IV

 
 

13
1 

St
ro

ke
 

 
58

3 

St
ro

ke
  

 
2,

46
0 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
6,

80
4 

Se
pt

ic
em

ia
 

 
26

,4
45

 

N
ep

hr
iti

s/
 

N
ep

hr
os

is
 

42
,4

53
 

H
om

ic
id

e 
 

2%
(8

27
,1

03
) 

 10
 

M
en

in
gi

tis
 

 77
 

Se
pt

ic
em

ia
 

 77
 

Se
pt

ic
em

ia
 

 35
 

C
hr

on
ic

 L
w

r. 
R

es
p.

 D
is

. 
11

4 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Fa
lls

 
10

6 

M
V 

N
on

tr
af

fic
 

C
ra

sh
es

4  
11

7 

C
on

ge
ni

ta
l 

A
no

m
al

ie
s 

42
6 

D
ia

be
te

s 
 

2,
04

9 

H
IV

 
 

5,
95

9 

H
yp

er
te

ns
io

n 
R

en
al

 D
is

. 
18

,6
57

 

Se
pt

ic
em

ia
 

 
34

,0
69

 

A
cc

id
en

ta
l 

Po
is

on
in

g 
 

2%
(7

49
,5

93
) 

A
LL

3  
28

,0
25

 
4,

20
5 

2,
55

6 
6,

55
5 

16
,1

41
 

16
,0

30
 

41
,3

00
 

89
,4

61
 

43
9,

30
0 

1,
80

4,
37

3 
2,

44
8,

28
8 

A
ll 

C
au

se
s 

10
0%

(3
7,

48
8,

50
8)

 

 
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
 1 

 W
he

n 
ra

nk
ed

 b
y 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

ag
es

, m
ot

or
 v

eh
ic

le
 c

ra
sh

es
 a

re
 th

e 
le

ad
in

g 
ca

us
e 

of
 d

ea
th

 fo
r a

ge
 3

 a
nd

 e
ac

h 
ag

e 
5 

th
ro

ug
h 

33
.  

   
2 
N

um
be

r o
f y

ea
rs

 c
al

cu
la

te
d 

ba
se

d 
on

 re
m

ai
ni

ng
 li

fe
 e

xp
ec

ta
nc

y 
[2

00
2 

da
ta

 fr
om

 C
D

C
] a

t t
im

e 
of

 d
ea

th
; p

er
ce

nt
s 

ca
lc

ul
at

ed
 a

s 
a 

pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 to
ta

l y
ea

rs
 o

f l
ife

 lo
st

 d
ue

 to
 a

ll 
ca

us
es

 o
f d

ea
th

. 
3 
N

ot
 a

 to
ta

l o
f t

op
 1

0 
ca

us
es

 o
f d

ea
th

.  
 

4 
A

 m
ot

or
 v

eh
ic

le
 n

on
tra

ffi
c 

cr
as

h 
is

 a
ny

 v
eh

ic
le

 c
ra

sh
 th

at
 o

cc
ur

s 
en

tir
el

y 
in

 a
ny

 p
la

ce
 o

th
er

 th
an

 a
 p

ub
lic

 h
ig

hw
ay

. 
So

ur
ce

: N
at

io
na

l C
en

te
r f

or
 H

ea
lth

 S
ta

tis
tic

s 
(N

C
H

S
) C

D
C

, M
or

ta
lit

y 
D

at
a 

20
03

. 
N

ot
e:

 T
he

 c
au

se
 o

f d
ea

th
 c

la
ss

ifi
ca

tio
n 

is
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

th
e 

N
at

io
na

l C
en

te
r f

or
 S

ta
tis

tic
s 

an
d 

A
na

ly
si

s 
(N

C
S

A
) R

ev
is

ed
 6

8 
C

au
se

 o
f D

ea
th

 L
is

tin
g.

 T
hi

s 
lis

tin
g 

di
ffe

rs
 fr

om
 th

e 
on

e 
us

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
N

C
H

S
 fo

r i
ts

 
re

po
rts

 o
n 

le
ad

in
g 

ca
us

es
 o

f d
ea

th
 b

y 
se

pa
ra

tin
g 

ou
t u

ni
nt

en
tio

na
l i

nj
ur

ie
s 

in
to

 s
ep

ar
at

e 
ca

us
es

 o
f d

ea
th

, i
.e

., 
m

ot
or

 v
eh

ic
le

 tr
af

fic
 c

ra
sh

es
, a

cc
id

en
ta

l f
al

ls
, m

ot
or

 v
eh

ic
le

 n
on

tra
ffi

c 
cr

as
he

s,
 e

tc
.  

A
cc

or
di

ng
ly

, t
he

 ra
nk

 o
f s

om
e 

ca
us

es
 o

f d
ea

th
 w

ill
 d

iff
er

 fr
om

 th
os

e 
re

po
rte

d 
by

 th
e 

N
C

H
S

. T
hi

s 
di

ffe
re

nc
e 

w
ill

 m
os

tly
 b

e 
ob

se
rv

ed
 fo

r m
in

or
 c

au
se

s 
of

 d
ea

th
 in

 s
m

al
le

r a
ge

 g
ro

up
in

gs
.  

To
p 1

0 L
ea

di
ng

 Ca
us

es
 of

 De
at

h i
n t

he
 Un

ite
d S

ta
te

s f
or

 20
03

,  
By

 Ag
e G

ro
up

1  
N

at
io

na
l H

ig
hw

ay
 T

ra
ffi

c 
Sa

fe
ty

 A
dm

in
is

tra
tio

n’
s 

N
at

io
na

l C
en

te
r f

or
 S

ta
tis

tic
s 

an
d 

An
al

ys
is

 




