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Statement before the Maryland Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee
Motorcycle Helmet Laws

The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety is an independent, nonprofit scientific, and educational
organization that identifies ways to reduce harm—deaths, injuries, and property damage—resulting from
motor vehicle crashes on our nation’s roads. Our sister organization, the Highway Loss Data Institute,
shares this mission through scientific studies of insurance data representing the human and economic
costs of owning and operating different types of motor vehicles. Both organizations are wholly supported
by the nation’s automobile insurers. The Institutes are submitting research results on trends in
motorcyclist deaths and on the benefits of motorcycle helmet laws that cover all riders in reducing harm.

Trends in motorcyclist crash deaths

Motorcyclists are much more likely to be killed or seriously injured in crashes than occupants of
passenger vehicles. Per mile traveled, the number of motorcyclist deaths is nearly 27 times the number of
passenger vehicle occupant deaths.! Motorcyclist crash deaths increased dramatically between 1997 and
2008 (as shown in the following figure) and have remained persistently high since then. While much
progress was made during that time in reducing the death rates of passenger vehicle occupants, more
must be done for motorcyclists.

Annual motorcyclist and passenger vehicle
occupant crash deaths, 1997-2019
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Helmets and helmet laws that cover all riders reduce the risk of death and head injuries

Helmets are designed to protect riders’ heads by absorbing crash energy. Of course, helmets cannot
prevent all deaths or head injuries, but they are the only countermeasure that all motorcyclists can take
advantage of immediately to reduce their risk substantially. Studies have found that helmets reduce the
risk of death in motorcycle crashes by 37 to 42%22 and reduce the risk of traumatic brain injury by 67%*.
Helmet use laws that cover all riders result in virtually all motorcyclists wearing helmets; helmet use is far
higher in states with universal helmet laws than in states without such laws (99% vs. 71% in 2019)°.
Interestingly, the use of helmets not compliant with federal safety standards was lower in states with
helmet laws that cover all riders than in states without such laws (10% of helmets used vs. 21% in 2019)5.
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So helmet laws that cover all riders result in increased use of protective helmets, and thus reduce harm.
The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration estimates that motorcycle helmets saved the lives of
nearly 1,900 riders in 2017, and that an additional 749 lives could have been saved had all riders been
helmeted®. About 95% of motorcyclists killed in crashes are at least 21 years old’?, so helmet laws that
cover only riders younger than 21 do not address most of the crash death problem and are virtually
impossible to enforce.

Deaths go up when states abandon or roll back universal helmet laws

States that have repealed or weakened their helmet laws have seen use rates go down and motorcyclist
crash deaths go up. In a national study, researchers modeled motorcyclist death rates by helmet law after
controlling for various factors such as per capita income, population density, and annual precipitation.
Death rates (per 10,000 registered motorcycles, per 100,000 population, and per 10 billion vehicle miles
traveled) were lowest in states with universal helmet laws.8

Some specific findings from studies on crash deaths include:

e In 1997, Arkansas dropped the helmet requirement for riders 21 and older. In the same year,
Texas dropped the requirement for people 21 and older who have medical insurance or have
taken a motorcycle rider training course. Helmet use was 97% in both states before the laws
changed, and helmet use dropped to 52% in Arkansas and 66% in Texas. Motorcyclist crash
deaths increased by 21% in Arkansas and by 31% in Texas after the laws were weakened. In
both states, head injuries among crash-involved motorcyclists increased, and in Texas the cost of
treating these head injuries increased significantly.®

o Kentucky weakened its universal helmet law in 1998, followed by Louisiana in 1999. Motorcyclist
deaths quickly increased in these states by 50% and 100%, respectively.!®

¢ When Florida weakened its helmet law in 2000, the motorcyclist death rate increased by 25%.""!

e Pennsylvania saw motorcyclist head injury deaths increase by 66%, versus a 25% increase for
non-head injury deaths, following the 2003 repeal of its universal helmet law. 2

e Unusually, fatalities did not rise immediately in Michigan following the 2012 weakening of its
universal helmet law, but head injuries from motorcycle crashes increased by 14%.13

Healthcare costs and unhelmeted motorcyclists injured in crashes

Unhelmeted riders injured in crashes have higher healthcare costs than helmeted riders, and many lack
health insurance. In 2002, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration released a report reviewing
25 studies on the costs of injuries resulting from motorcycle crashes. Authors reported that the reviewed
studies “consistently found that helmet use reduced the fatality rate, probability and severity of head
injuries, cost of medical treatment, length of hospital stay, the necessity for special medical treatments...,
and probability of long-term disability.”'* The authors noted that a number of studies examined the
question of who pays for the medical costs of motorcycle crash victims; only slightly more than half of
crash victims had private health insurance coverage. For patients without private insurance, a majority of
their medical costs were paid by the government.

Some specific findings from studies on the financial costs include:

e Average inpatient hospital charges in a study including seven states were 8% higher for
unhelmeted motorcyclists than for helmeted riders overall.* In these states, average inpatient
charges for motorcyclists with traumatic brain injuries were more than twice the average charge
for motorcyclists receiving inpatient care for other injuries.

¢ In Hawaii, which requires helmets only for riders under 18 years old, average medical charges for
unhelmeted riders were almost 50% higher than those of helmeted riders ($40,217 vs.
$27,176).1°

o After California introduced a universal helmet law in 1992, the rate of motorcyclists hospitalized
for head injuries decreased by 48%, and the total costs for patients with head injuries decreased
by $20.5 million.'®
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e Total acute medical charges for motorcyclists injured in Nebraska declined 38% after a universal
helmet law was implemented.'”

e Following the 2000 weakening of Florida’s universal helmet law, acute care costs for
motorcyclists with head injuries rose from $34,500 to nearly $40,000—4 times the $10,000
minimum medical insurance requirement for unhelmeted riding.'® Total gross costs for hospital-
admitted motorcyclists with head injuries more than doubled, from $21 million to $50 million.

e The 2012 weakening of Michigan’s helmet law was associated with a 22% increase in the
average insurance payment for injuries to motorcyclists.

e Collision claims are less likely to result in medical payment claims in states with universal helmet
laws compared with states with other types of helmet laws.2°

Conclusion

Research consistently has shown that mandatory helmet use laws that apply to all riders increase helmet
use and decrease fatalities, injuries, and medical costs among motorcyclists involved in crashes. States
that have weakened their universal helmet laws have seen helmet use decrease and deaths and injuries
increase. This straightforward rule of the road is a highly effective public health measure. Retaining the
existing universal helmet law in Maryland is in the best interests of the motorcyclists in the state and of
the state’s finances.

Sincerely,

)

Eric Teoh
Director of Statistical Services
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