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Key Takeaways 
• Crashes in 2020 were substantially more deadly in 2020 than in 2019. The crash 

rate per vehicle miles traveled (VMT) was down by 8% but the fatal crash rate 
per VMT was up by 33% in 2020. 

• Month-to-month patterns for all crash categories show a large reduction from 
March into May, followed by below-normal crashes but above-normal fatalities 
for the remainder of 2020. VMT was down 60% in April and then rose in May and 
June to a flat ~12% below normal for the remainder of the year. 

• Alcohol-involved crashes were down 8% but alcohol-involved fatalities were up 
14% in 2020. 

• Speeding fatalities were up in 2020 and showed a large spike (more than double 
normal levels) in July. 

• Pedestrian crashes were down 10% but fatalities were up 18% in 2020. 
• Motorcycle fatalities were 40% above normal during the summer months and up 

22% for all of 2020 combined. 
 
Three possible mechanisms are proposed:  
1) The reduced miles were generally low-risk miles (e.g., commuting to work);  
2) Drivers who did choose to drive during the pandemic exhibited more risky 
behavior than usual; and/or 
3) Crashes that did occur were generally worse than normal because a lack of 
congestion may have led to more crashes at higher speeds, which result in worse 
injury levels.  
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Overview 
 The COVID-19 pandemic reached the U.S. in early 2020, resulting in widespread 
stay-at-home orders and other recommended changes in behavior to try to slow the 
spread of the disease. In Michigan, the governor’s first Stay-At-Home order started on 
March 24 and was in effect through June 12.  
 A key effect of the stay-at-home order, as well as individuals’ own efforts to limit 
exposure to others (e.g., working from home, canceling social gatherings), was a 
dramatic reduction in travel. In Michigan, vehicle miles traveled (VMT) was down by 
26% in March, and 56% in April, then started to rise again, settling at ~12% below 
normal until November and December, when a COVID surge combined with significant 
reductions in holiday activity resulted in travel being about 20% lower than normal. The 
overall reduction in VMT in 2020 compared to 2019 was 16%. 
 Figure 1 shows graphically the number of COVID cases and deaths with key 
executive orders overlaid for reference. Figure 2 shows the same timeframe, but with 
percent change in Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) in Michigan, compared to the same 
month in 2019.  
 

 
Figure 1 COVID-19 cases and deaths by month in 2020 with key executive order timeframes overlaid 
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Figure 2 Change in Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) from 2019 by month in 2020 with key executive order timeframes 
overlaid 

 In principle, large reductions in travel should result in corresponding reductions 
in crashes and fatalities. This pattern was indeed seen for crashes, which were down by 
22% over the year. However, 2020 had the highest number of fatalities in the last 
decade, with 1,083.  
 This surprising and concerning result is the motivation for this report. Crash 
patterns in 2020, with an emphasis on fatalities, are examined in detail and compared to 
previous years for reference. While the analyses discussed here do not definitively 
determine the cause of this pattern, some theories are presented and discussed in light 
of the results.  

2 Year-level view 
 At the overall annual level, fatalities in 2020 look high but typical. For example, 
Figure 3 shows the pattern of annual fatalities in Michigan since 1940, with a close-up 
view of the last 10 years on the right. In general, fatalities have been decreasing starting 
in the 1970’s with intermittent periods of increase, including in the last 10 years. The 
fatality count for 2020 is the highest in a decade, but it fits a continuing pattern of 
increase over that time. 
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Figure 3 Annual number of fatalities in Michigan since 1940 (left) and for the last 10 years (right) 

 The pattern is similar when fatalities are broken down by key causes. For 
example, Figure 4 shows the count of alcohol- and drug-involved fatalities, Figure 5 
shows fatalities involving speeding and unbelted occupants, and Figure 6 shows 
fatalities involving pedestrians and bicyclists from 2011-2020. Within each key cause, 
the 2020 counts are generally consistent with the pattern over the decade (increasing 
for alcohol, drugs and pedestrians, flat for the other key causes).  
 

 
Figure 4 Fatalities involving alcohol (left) and drugs (right) from 2011-2020 
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Figure 5 Fatalities involving speeding (left) and unbelted occupants (right) from 2011-2020 

 

 
Figure 6 Fatalities involving pedestrians (left) and bicyclists (right) from 2011-2020 

 In contrast, the number of police-reported crashes in 2020 was 22% lower than 
in 2019 and is anomalous compared to the last decade of counts. Figure 7 shows the 
pattern of crash counts over the same two time frames. Overall crashes began 
decreasing in the mid-1990’s, but the last 10 years have seen fairly steady increases 
until the 22% drop in 2020. It is obvious from these graphs that 2020 was unusual, 
whereas the count of fatalities is typical across many categories. 
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Figure 7 Annual number of police-reported crashes in Michigan since 1940 (left) and for the last 10 years (right) 

3 Month-by-month  
3.1 Overall 
 Given that the effect of the pandemic changed over the course of the year, it is 
useful to look at month-to-month patterns for 2020.  Figure 6 shows the change in VMT, 
crashes and fatalities, relative to 2019, by month. Not surprisingly, the pre-pandemic 
months of January and February were very similar to 2019 on all three measures, but 
after that, the patterns diverge. In general, change in crashes follows the change in VMT 
very closely, but while fatalities did decrease in March and April, they were at 2019 
levels in May (despite 40% less travel) and above 2019 levels for the remainder of the 
year except October. Broadly speaking, this means that crashes in 2020 were 
substantially more deadly than in 2019. Indeed, the crash rate per VMT was down by 8% 
but the fatal crash rate per VMT was up by 33% in 2020. 

 
Figure 8 Change in VMT, police-reported crashes, and fatal injuries, relative to 2019, by month in 2020 with key 
executive order timeframes overlaid  
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3.2 Crash Breakdowns 
 To better understand which crashes contributed to the changes in crashes and 
fatalities in 2020, this section presents breakdowns by specific crash category. In 
general, crash categories are meant to represent specific mechanisms of crashes or 
fatalities that may have increased or decreased during 2020. Identifying these 
mechanisms can help make clearer what was different about 2020 and possibly what 
measures might be taken in the future. 
  
3.2.1 Alcohol and Drugs 
 Figure 9 shows the number of alcohol-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid) 
compared to the average of the previous nine years (dashed). During months with stay-
at-home orders (shown as shaded rectangles), alcohol crashes dropped relative to 
previous years, and such crashes were down by 8% over the year. However, these 
reductions are less extreme than the reductions in VMT during the same periods. From 
June-October, alcohol-involved crashes were at the same level as in previous years, but 
VMT was down by 12% through that time. It should be noted (for this graph and others 
in this document) that multi-year averages will generally be smoother than single years, 
and some single years will naturally be more extreme than the average. In this case, 
2020 alcohol-involved crashes were unusually high from Aug-Nov, relative to the 
variability in previous years. (Interestingly, even February, which was pre-pandemic, was 
the highest for that month in 10 years.) 

 
Figure 9 Crashes involving alcohol by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders. 

 Figure 10 shows the same information as Figure 9 but for alcohol-involved fatal 
crashes. These tend to rise during the summer, as shown by the dashed line, but in 
2020, these crashes were substantially higher than the average of previous years (up to 
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60% higher as in July). However, in June-November of 2020, the number of alcohol-
involved fatal crashes was consistently above the 85th percentile of previous years and 
often the highest in a decade. Overall, these were up 14% in 2020 relative to 2019. 

 
Figure 10 Fatal crashes involving alcohol by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). 
Shaded areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 Figure 11 and Figure 12 show all crashes and fatal crashes involving drugs, 
respectively. The pre-pandemic comparison for these is limited to the last three years 
(2016-2019) because drug testing and drug data have changed substantially in the last 
10 years. Even recent years have seen changes, partly due to increased testing and 
partly likely due to the legalization of recreational marijuana in late 2018. In 2020, both 
crashes and fatal crashes involving drugs were substantially higher than the average of 
the previous years, with crashes up 13% and fatal crashes up 20%.  
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Figure 11 Drug-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2016-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 
Figure 12 Drug-involved fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2016-2019 (dashed). Shaded 
areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

3.2.2 Speeding 
 Speeding vehicles are identified in the dataset by a Hazardous Action of “speed 
too fast.” Speeding can occur because the speed was “too fast for conditions” or 
because it was over the speed limit, and these cannot be distinguished in the data. 
Figure 13 shows the number of speeding vehicles in all crashes by month for 2020 as 
compared to the average from 2011-2019. Figure 14 shows the same data but limited to 
speeding vehicles involved in fatal crashes. The typical annual pattern (dashed line) 
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indicates that speeding crashes are over 7 times more common in the winter months 
than the summer months. However, speeding vehicles in fatal crashes are consistent 
across months, suggesting that winter “too fast for conditions” crashes are much less 
likely to cause fatalities than summer “over speed limit” crashes.  
 

 
Figure 13 Vehicles speeding in crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded 
areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 

 
Figure 14 Vehicles speeding in fatal  crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). 
Shaded areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 In 2020, the number of speeding vehicles in crashes was low in March, April, 
November and December, but in between the count was ~1000/mo, which is the same 
as the average for those months over the pre-pandemic years. The comparison for 
speeding vehicles in fatal crashes shows a large spike in these cases in July (more than 



 Pandemic Report 
 11 
 
 
 

double the pre-pandemic average) and slightly higher counts for the remaining summer 
and fall months. Given that travel was down by 12% during those months, this suggests 
that for those who did travel, they were more likely to speed than before the pandemic. 
   
3.2.3 Pedestrians  
 Figure 15 shows the number of pedestrian-involved crashes by month for 2020 
compared to the pre-pandemic average of 2011-2019. In general, these crashes rise in 
fall and winter due to the increased risk to pedestrians in darkness1. In 2020, however, 
the stay-at-home orders corresponded to months with reduced numbers of pedestrian 
crashes. In addition, from June-Sept, pedestrian crashes were down 10%, very close to 
the reduction in VMT during that time. 

 
Figure 15 Pedestrian-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded 
areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 Figure 16 shows the same information for fatal crashes that involved a 
pedestrian. For these crashes, the counts were high for all pandemic months except 
April, July, and December. Overall, during the 2020 pandemic months (Mar-Dec) 
pedestrian fatal crashes were up 18% and several months saw the highest counts in the 
last decade. 

 
1 Sullivan, J. M., & Flannagan, M. J. (2007). Determining the potential safety benefit of improved 
lighting in three pedestrian crash scenarios. Accident Analysis & Prevention, 39(3), 638-647. 
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Figure 16 Fatal pedestrian-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). 
Shaded areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

3.2.4 Motorcycles 
 Figure 17 shows motorcycle-involved crashes by month for 2020 compared to 
the average of 2011-2019, and Figure 18 shows the same information for fatal 
motorcycle-involved crashes. In Michigan, motorcycle crashes, not surprisingly, have a 
strong seasonal pattern, with very few from November through March and the highest 
number in the summer months. During the pandemic, motorcycle crashes were nearly 
the same each month as the average of the previous 9 years. During the first stay-at-
home order, crashes were somewhat lower, suggesting that motorcyclists were also 
traveling less, but the counts rose to the pre-pandemic average in June and stayed 
there. For fatal crashes, counts were well above the pre-pandemic average during the 
summer months. From June-August 2020, motorcycle-involved fatal crashes were 40% 
higher than the pre-pandemic summer average. Since these months account for the 
majority of motorcycle fatalities, the 2020 pandemic (March-Dec) count was up 22% 
overall. 
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Figure 17 Motorcycle-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded 
areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 
Figure 18 Fatal motorcycle-involved crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). 
Shaded areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 
 
3.2.5 Crash type  
 Crash type is a useful variable because it helps separate crash mechanisms in a 
particular way. For example, rear-end crashes are strongly associated with distraction 
and heavier traffic (because there needs to be another vehicle on the road to hit). Rear-
end crashes follow the hourly pattern of commuting during the day, with peaks in the 
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morning and late afternoon. In contrast, single-vehicle crashes, especially run-off-road 
are a combination of drifting off the road, which is usually related to inattention, and 
driving too fast for curves or road surface, which is related to risky behaviors (often also 
associated with alcohol or speeding). Angle crashes generally occur at intersections and 
arise often because of failure to yield. Head-ons are unusual but result from a vehicle 
leaving its lane in front of the path of an oncoming vehicle, while sideswipes result from 
a vehicle leaving its lane into the side of the path of another vehicle. These two crashes 
have somewhat similar mechanisms but very different outcomes (where head-ons are 
typically much more deadly than sideswipes). In this section, crashes labeled as 
“backing” or “other” or “unknown” are excluded. 
 Table 1 shows the percent change in 2020 compared to the average of previous 
years by crash type for all crashes and fatal crashes. Across all crash types, there were 
fewer crashes in 2020 than previous years. However, the majority of the reduction came 
from rear-end crashes, which occurred 33% less in 2020 and are very common. Single-
vehicle crashes, which are most closely related to risky behaviors, were down only 8% 
despite the 22% reduction in crashes and 16% reduction in VMT. Fatal crashes were 
higher in 2020 within all crash type categories, including rear end (which has a relatively 
low risk of fatality in general).  
 
Table 1 Percent change in all crashes and fatal crashes in 2020 compared to the average of 2011-2019, by crash type 

Change in 2020 from 2011-2019 Average 
Crash Type All Crashes Fatal Crashes 
Single Motor Vehicle -8% 14% 
Head-On -15% 6% 
Angle -20% 25% 
Rear-End -33% 14% 
Sideswipe -16% 36% 

 
 Figure 19 through Figure 28 show the monthly patterns for each crash type 
compared to the average of previous years for all crashes and fatal crashes only. As 
shown in Figure 19, single-vehicle crashes were below normal during the stay-at-home 
periods, but at normal the rest of the year. By contrast, single-vehicle fatal crashes were 
well above normal from June-September and again in November (see Figure 20). 
Overall, single-vehicle fatal crashes were up 14% in 2020. 
 



 Pandemic Report 
 15 
 
 
 

  
Figure 19 Single-vehicle crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 

 
Figure 20 Single-vehicle fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded 
areas indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 Figure 21 shows the number of head-on crashes in 2020 compared to the 
previous years’ average. The pattern is very similar to single-vehicle crashes where 
head-ons are below normal during stay-at-home periods but at normal the remainder of 
the year. The graph of head-on fatals by month in Figure 22 shows a lot of month-to-
month variation because the sample size is small. However, these crashes were up 6% 
overall for 2020. 
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Figure 21 Head-on crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 

 
Figure 22 Head-on fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 Figure 23 shows angle crashes by month in 2020, which again follow the basic 
pattern of reduction during stay-at-home periods and near-normal levels in other 
months. Fatal angle crashes were well above normal in July but fairly typical the 
remainder of the year. Overall, they were up 25% over previous years, almost entirely 
because of the excess fatal angle crashes in July (which were almost double the average 
of 18). Fatal angle crashes are relatively uncommon, so this may be partly due to small-
sample variability. 
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Figure 23 Angle crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas indicate 
the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 

 
Figure 24 Angle fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 In contrast to other crash types, rear-end crashes were well below normal levels 
for the entire pandemic portion of 2020 (see Figure 25). However, fatal rear-end crashes 
were nonetheless up 14%, largely due to much higher numbers in July and August. Rear-
end fatal crashes most often have a hazardous action of “speed too fast” or “unable to 
stop in assured clear distance.”  
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Figure 25 Rear-end crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 
 

 
Figure 26 Rear-end fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 Finally, the patterns for sideswipes look very similar to other crash types (see 
Figure 27). Sideswipes were below normal in March, April, May, November, and 
December, but at normal counts the rest of the year. Fatal sideswipes were elevated in 
June and July, but counts are extremely small and variability is high. Overall, sideswipe 
fatal crashes were up 36% to 37 (compared to an average of 27 over the previous nine 
years). 
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Figure 27 Sideswipe crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

 
 

 
Figure 28 Sideswipe fatal crashes by month for 2020 (solid line) and the average of 2011-2019 (dashed). Shaded areas 
indicate the time periods of stay-at-home orders 

3.2.6 General pattern by KABCO level 
 For each crash, the worst injury in the crash is measured on the KABCO scale, 
where K=Killed, A=Suspected Serious Injury, B=Suspected Minor Injury, C=Possible 
Injury, and O=Property Damage Only (PDO). Figure 29 shows the pattern of change for 
each injury level by month in 2020, compared to 2019. Change in VMT (solid line) is 
shown for comparison. The key point to note about the graph is that the more severe 
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the injury, the less it decreased in 2020 compared to 2019. For K, A, and B crashes, the 
count of crashes was greater than 2019 for at least some months. Fatal crashes were 
below 2019 only in March, April, and October. The VMT line shows where crashes would 
be expected to be on this graph if they were all influenced equally by changes in travel. 
However, only O crashes (which make up 82% of all crashes in Michigan) are 
consistently below the VMT line.  
 

 
Figure 29 Graph of percent change in 2020 compared to 2019 by month, separated by worst injury in crash. VMT 
change by month is shown for comparison as a solid black line. 

4 Theories 
4.1 General patterns 
 There are some repeated patterns in the data for 2020 that can be identified. 
First, all crashes and most driving were reduced significantly when the pandemic first 
arrived in March. Overall, crashes were down 22% and driving was down 16%. However, 
crashes with more severe injury outcomes (KAB) and crashes related to risky driving 
(e.g., speeding, alcohol, single-vehicle crashes) were all higher than pre-pandemic levels 
in the summer months. Fatal crashes were higher than pre-pandemic levels throughout 
the year except for March, April, and October. With VMT reduced but fatal crashes at 
pre-pandemic levels, the fatality rate per VMT was up an astonishing 29%.  
  Figure 30 illustrates the calculation of crash rate. In simple terms, the numerator 
is crashes and the denominator is VMT. However, within crashes, some are more severe 
than others, as represented by darker shading (i.e., fatal crashes) and light shading (PDO 
crashes). Within VMT, most driving is very safe and benign (represented by light 
shading), but some driving is very risky (dark shading) and is thus more likely to result in 
severe crashes (as shown by the arrow on the left). The arrow on the right illustrates the 
idea that the bulk of crashes are minor and result from relatively ordinary driving. In the 
next three sections, this illustration is used to suggest different theories that could 
explain these results. 
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Figure 30 Illustration of crashes and miles contributing to crash rate. Darker colors represent riskier driving (within 
VMT) or worse outcomes (in crashes). 

4.2 Reduced safe miles 
 One possible mechanism for the 2020 crash patterns is that the stay-at-home 
orders primarily reduced benign driving, likely associated with commuting to work. As 
workers continued to work from home, their daily commuting miles would be 
eliminated, but these miles are also generally safer and crashes that do occur are mostly 
rear-ends.  
 Figure 31 illustrates this idea where the white patch represents normal miles 
that were not traveled in 2020 (reducing the overall VMT). These miles are generally 
those that lead to less severe crashes, which are then also eliminated (compare to 
Figure 30). This idea is consistent with observed lower VMT, substantially lower rear-end 
crashes, and overall lower crashes in general. However, it is not particularly consistent 
with increases in fatal crashes. Analyses of fatal crashes generally indicate that the 
patterns for 2020 overall are consistent with previous years. However, during the 
summer months, fatal crashes in various categories were unusually high, suggesting that 
more was going on than just reducing safe miles preferentially.  
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Figure 31 Illustration of how reduced safe driving might lead to observed patterns 

 
4.3 Drivers drove worse 
 Another possible mechanism is the idea that although drivers generally drove 
less in 2020, when they did choose to drive, they engaged in riskier behavior. That is, 
they were speeding more often or potentially driving drunk more often. It is possible 
that this type of behavior could have been induced by a lack of traffic, reduced 
enforcement, or general increased alcohol use seen during the pandemic.2 
 The potential effect of this mechanism is illustrated in Figure 32 (compare to 
Figure 30). Here, VMT and crashes are both reduced across all severity levels (denoted 
by the white portion of the rectangles at the bottom. However, driving that did occur 
was less safe, as denoted by the darker coloring in the VMT box, the darker coloring in 
the crash box, and the thicker arrow on the right, representing more risky driving 
translating into more severe crashes. This mechanism would produce reduced VMT, 
reduced overall crashes, but worse outcomes for crashes. It is also consistent with the 
observed increases in speeding- and alcohol-involved crashes in the summer. 
 

 
2 For example, alcohol consumption increased 14% in adults over 30 during 2020; Pollard MS, Tucker JS, 
Green HD. Changes in Adult Alcohol Use and Consequences During the COVID-19 Pandemic in the 
US. JAMA Netw Open. 2020;3(9):e2022942. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.22942 



 Pandemic Report 
 23 
 
 
 

 
Figure 32 Illustration of theory that drivers drove in riskier ways when they did drive 

4.4 Worse crashes 
 Finally, a third possible mechanism, illustrated in Figure 33, is that although the 
driving that did occur in 2020 may have been typical of past years, crashes occurred at 
higher speeds just because there was less congestion. With fewer cars on the road, 
collisions can occur at higher speeds than they otherwise might. If true, this would 
naturally result in higher injury and fatality rates without assuming greater risk-taking 
behavior. However, the excess speeding- and alcohol-involved crashes in the summer 
months are inconsistent with this as the sole explanation for the patterns. 
 

 
Figure 33 Illustration of theory that drivers drove in riskier ways when they did drive 
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5 Conclusions 
 In 2020, the pandemic reduced vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by 16% and crashes 
by 22% over the whole year. The largest reductions in both were seen in March, April, 
and May. However, during the summer months from June-September, fatalities, in 
particular, were much higher than normal. These months saw excess alcohol-involved, 
drug-involved, and speeding-involved crashes. Motorcycle and pedestrian fatal crashes 
were also higher than typical in the summer. Across all crashes, crashes that produced 
worse injuries were above normal levels and the worse the injury the more over normal 
they were. The reduction in property damage only (PDO) crashes, which generally make 
up over 80% of police-reported crashes, were responsible for the overall reductions in 
crashes.  
 It is not entirely clear what caused this unusual pattern. Three possibilities were 
offered in this report. In general, a decrease in benign driving, such as commuting, 
would produce fewer crashes and a normal number of fatal crashes. This is likely to have 
contributed to the general pattern since rear-end crashes, which follow commuting 
patterns in time of day, were down by a dramatic 33%.  
 However, increases in risky behaviors associated with fatal crashes require 
additional explanation. Given the increase in alcohol consumption in the pandemic and 
the fact that all crashes involving alcohol were at normal levels, even though driving was 
down 12% throughout the summer, it is likely that this contributed additionally to fatal 
crashes. Moreover, drug-involved and speeding-related crashes were at normal levels 
and fatal crashes with those factors were unusually high. This pattern is consistent with 
the possibility that speeding increased, not in number, but in severity.  
 In addition to the possibility that speeding and/or alcohol was generally more 
extreme, is the likelihood that any crash that did occur might cause more injury simply 
by being more severe. That is, many crashes occur in congested traffic, and while 
congestion may result in conflicts between vehicles, it also slows vehicles down, which 
could reduce crash speeds and resulting severity. 
 All three of these explanations may be partially responsible for the patterns 
seen. It is also worth noting that fatalities have been on the rise for a decade and that 
2020 looks very consistent with that pattern overall (but not on a month-to-month 
basis). Thus, some aspects of the pandemic crash patterns may be mechanisms that are 
not specific to the pandemic but have been ongoing since the Great Recession. 
 Broadly, while the high fatal crashes during the pandemic are surprising and of 
concern, the tools for reducing roadway fatalities remain the same. The kinds of crashes 
that most readily typically lead to fatalities were elevated during 2020: pedestrians, 
alcohol, drugs, speeding, motorcycles, etc. Simply put, the pandemic laid bare the need 
for continued use of countermeasures for these key problems to save lives.   
 


