
© 2014 Motorcycle Safety Foundation page 1

Dr. Ray’s
eCourse

Week 1:  Introduction   
Lesson 1 - How aging affects motorcycle riding

Some crash analysis studies indicate that as the median age for motorcyclists increased in recent years, the rate 
of involvement in traffic incidents also increased.  According to the National Center for Statistics and Analysis 
(NCSA) of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), fatality rates for riders over 49 years of 
age increased more than the rates for younger riders.  

The following data and information was gleaned from reputable sources and applies to operators of motor vehi-
cles in general.  Where applicable, motorcycle-specific information is provided.

• One of every three drivers in America is now over 55 years of age.  The typical U.S. motorcycle owner is 
about 40 years old compared with 24 years old in 1980.

• From 2003 to 2012, the population of those 65 and older increased by 20 percent. The number of licensed 
older drivers increased by 21 percent, to 35 million licensed older drivers.

• The 43 million Americans who were 65 or older in 2012 are 14 percent of the population, 17 percent of traffic 
fatalities, and 9 percent of all people injured in traffic crashes.  In 2012, 5,560 people 65 and over died and 
214,000 were injured in motor vehicle crashes.  Older people are more likely to die in crashes that younger 
people would survive.

• The primary crash types for older drivers are turning left at an intersection with a stop sign, turning left at an 
intersection on a green light without a dedicated green turn arrow, turning right at a yield sign to merge with 
traffic at speeds of 40 to 45 mph, merging onto a highway from a ramp that has a yield sign, and changing 
lanes on a road that has four or more lanes.

• The most common errors older drivers make before an intersection crash are moving or stopping the vehicle 
too slowly, not noticing potential conflicts or traffic signs and signals, misjudging gaps when crossing traffic, 
and conducting a visual search poorly. 

• The two primary traffic violations committed by automobile drivers aged 50 and over are “failure to observe 
the right-of-way” and “improper left turn.”  Those types of violations are of particular concern to motorcy-
clists, who are harder to spot in the traffic mix even by younger drivers. 

• The effects of aging occur gradually over time and deterioration may not be noticed.
• About 20 percent of people over age 55 and 30 percent of those over age 65 are hearing-impaired.
• Relatively few deaths of elderly people, 75 years of age and older, involve motor vehicles, but they have higher 

rates of fatal crashes per mile than younger drivers.
• Older drivers and passengers are more vulnerable in a crash. At crash speeds of just over 30 mph, the risk of 

sustaining a serious injury increases dramatically. A 50-year-old female has about a 10-percent risk of a seri-
ous injury in a frontal crash, but an 80-year-old female has about a 40-percent risk

• The U.S. Food and Drug Administration reported that about 50 percent of all medications that older persons 
take could interact with alcohol.  Combining medications and alcohol may cause serious adverse reactions 
and risky behaviors.

• Countermeasures that have proven beneficial in reducing the more risky aspects of aging include physical 
therapy, perceptual therapy, driver education, and modern highway and vehicle engineering.


