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Aging Road Users

—Katherine L. Chen, Bor-Wen Tsai, Garrett Fortin, and Jill F. Cooper—
PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION AND DATA ANALYSIS

The older adult population in the United States aged 65 and older is expected to almost double between
2016 and 2060, from 49 million to 95 million. In 2020, there were 6,549 people aged 65 and older killed in
traffic crashes in the United States; this accounted for 16.9 percent of all traffic fatalities. Older drivers 65 and
older involved in fatal crashes decreased by 9.8 percent between 2019 and 2020.

As drivers age, physical and mental changes including reduced visual acuity, increased fragility, restricted
movement, and cognitive impairment may directly and indirectly result in driving impairments.

The United States Department of Transportation uses the Safe System Approach to work towards zero roadway
fatalities and serious injuries. The Safe System Approach recognizes human mistakes and vulnerabilities,
and designs a system with many redundancies in place to protect everyone. Designing streets to limit the
impact of kinetic energy transfer in crashes may provide special benefit to older adults, as increased fragility
exacerbates the severity of traffic injuries and the likelihood of death.

Analyses presented in this section include fatal and serious injuries to drivers, passengers, bicyclists,
pedestrians, and other non-motor vehicle occupants aged 65 and older.

KEY FINDINGS

In 2020, 6,549 adults aged 65 and older were Figure 1: Aging Road User Fatality Trends,
killed in motor vehicle crashes, a decrease of 9.8 Nationwide and California, 2016-2020
percent from 7,261 fatalities in 2019.

Adults 65 and older were the only age group
to see a decline in fatalities between 2019 and
2020.

Source: FARS 2016-2019, FARS ARF 2020
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In 2020, there were 536 people age 65 and Figure 2: Top Five Primary Crash Factors for Aging
older killed in traffic crashes in California, which Road User Fatal and Serious Injury Crashes,
isa 19.0 percent decrease from 662 in 2019. California, 2020

In 2020, 19.0 percent (or 187) pedestrians killed
in traffic crashes were older adults. Older adults
accounted for 14.2 percent of pedestrians
seriously injured in a traffic crash.

In 2020, 17.2 percent of all licensed drivers in
California were 65 and older.

Improper turning at 19.7 percent was the most
frequent Primary Crash Factor resulting in fatal
and serious injury to those 65 and older in
2020, followed by unsafe speed (15.6 percent).
Driving or bicycling under the influence of
alcohol or drugs was a factor in 8.9 percent of
crashes. (See Figure 2.)
Source: Provisional SWITRS 2020
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Figure 3: Aging Road User Fatalities and Serious Injuries, by Number and Rate, 2020

Source: FARS ARF 2020; Provisional SWITRS 2020; California Department of Finance 2021.
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