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NHTSA’s Mission and Role



Save lives, prevent injuries, and reduce 
economic costs due to road traffic crashes 
through education, research, safety 
standards and enforcement activity.

NHTSA’s Mission



$242 Billion Economic Costs
Of Motor Vehicle Crashes 
(2018)

Police-Reported Crashes
(2020) 5,250,837

People Injured in Crashes
(2020) 2,282,015

38,824Lives Lost in Crashes
(2020)
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Development

• Research Projects
• Evaluation Research
• Demonstration Programs
• Technical Support

Federal Partners
• NIDA
• NIAAA
• SAMHSA
• CDC
• ONDCP
• NTSB
• FDA
• US DOJ
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Other Topics
• Older Drivers
• Novice Drivers
• Vulnerable Road 

Users
• Speeding
• EMS
• Drowsy Driving
• Distracted Driving
• Occupant 

Protection
• Criminal Justice



What We Know About Impaired Driving?



What Do We Know?

• A complex problem
• Effects of alcohol on driving performance fairly well-known
• 50+ years of research and programmatic efforts on drugs

• specific drug concentration levels cannot be reliably equated 
with effects on driver performance

Alcohol Other Drugs

Size of Effort One type of drug Many (illegal, OTCs, 
prescription)

Research Efforts Well-studied Many, disparate

Metabolism Processes understood Variable; many possibilities

Effect on Driving Behavior Strong correlation to poor 
performance Uncertain Correlation

Effect of High Doses Greater decrements in 
performance Unpredictable
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Research Questions & Projects
• Many research questions, limited resources

• 18 impaired-driving-related research projects, that vary by
• Research Question
• Primary Research Method
• Scale (e.g., scope, size of effort)

• Collaborating with our NHTSA Colleagues to address 
issues

Addressing What We Don’t Know



Addressing What We Don’t Know:

Addressing FARS Drug Data 
Quality & Quantity



Fatality Analysis Reporting System (FARS)

• A census of all police-reported fatal motor vehicle traffic 
crashes in the U.S. (50 States, DC, & Puerto Rico)

• Operated cooperatively with States



#

FARS Operations
1
3

 Eight State record 
sources 

 > 140 data elements 
coded into uniform data 
system

 Quality control checks
 Not all data is available
 Not all data elements 

are coded



• Quantity nor Quality
• States and NHTSA reporting on alcohol-related fatalities for 40 

years
• Imputation to estimate BACs 
• Testing, procedures are well-established
• Testing rates vary by

• Driver was fatality-injured or survived
• State
• Cost, time, resources

FARS Drug Data ≠ FARS Alcohol Data



Summary of Fatal Crashes

2020 Fatalities:

38,824

2019 Fatalities:

36,355

Source: Overview of Motor Vehicle Crashes in 2020  (NHTSA, 2022)

2020 Fatalities:

11,654

2019 Fatalities:

10,196

Total Crashes Alcohol-Impaired 
Crashes

Drug-Involved 
Crashes



Issue Things to Work On
Quality • limited drugs entered

• need specificity on specimen
• need info on testing panels and thresholds
• type of test not indicated 

 need concentration amounts
• need positive and negative results
• need time/date of specimen collection
• non-representative

 survivors and decedents
• presence indicated not impairment

Quantity • >testing of surviving and deceased drivers

Limitations—FARS Data



FARS Drug Data: A Cautionary Note

 Many people are seeking 
answers about drugged 
driving

 Many look to NHTSA’s 
FARS data 

 NHTSA’s FARS drug-
involved data has many
limitations

 New report coming soon



• Unlimited drugs allowed

• Updated specimen list

• Some variables renamed

• Identify positive & negative 
tests

• Reorganize drug list

• Software & training updates

• Add Test Type Variable

• Screening Test, 
Confirmatory Test, 
Unknown

• Record data source

• Separate positive & negative 

test results

• Time and date of 

• specimen collection
• test performed

• Record concentration 

level of each drug

• Testing panel and 

detection threshold

Improvements to Date Longer Term UpdatesImprovements to Come





https://rip.trb.org/

For More Information About Our Traffic Safety Projects

Research in Progress
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https://rosap.ntl.bts.gov/
Published Research (RosaP)



Thank You!

dereece.smither@dot.gov


