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• Traditional collision data reporting 
focuses on events immediately 
preceding a crash

• Centers around identification of fault
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• Identification of driver fault means 
cause of crash is usually identified 
as a driver fault or error

• Implicitly excuses other factors 
such as roadway design
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The Problem
If driver behavior is the 
issue, then the logical 
solution is education 
to change driver 
behavior, right?
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recent NHTSA anti-speeding campaign



The Safe System Approach
• We have known that driver error

is not the right focus.
• The Safe System Approach

explicitly states that:
• Human error is inevitable and

must be accounted for
• Responsibility for roadway safety is shared
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The Safe Systems Pyramid
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The Safe Systems Pyramid, Illustrated by 
Michelle Lieberman, UC Davis, Source: 
Ederer, D., Thompson Panik, R., 
Botchwey, N., & Watkins, K. 2023. 
Adaptation of the Health Impact 
Pyramid into the Safe System Pyramid.
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Asking New Questions
• Who was traveling here?

• What other options were available for their trip?

• When were they traveling?

• Where were they traveling to and from? 

• Why were they traveling in this location?

• Which policies and practices influenced their
travel choices and environment?
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Example – Nighttime Pedestrian Crash
• Pedestrian in crosswalk at a side-street stop-controlled intersection 

struck by vehicle turning right from the arterial roadway

• Pedestrian had the right-of-way

• Occurred around 9:30 PM at night

Driver deemed at fault.
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Example – Nighttime Pedestrian Crash
But what did we miss?

Which policies and practices influenced the environment?
Intersection is between a wide arterial and a minor side street –
design emphasis is on vehicle speed and throughput

• Arterial design conducive to speeding need for speed management 

• Side street is not well-lit poor visibility

• Intersection is skewed poor visibility

• Right turn is wide need for intersection tightening
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Example – Nighttime Pedestrian Crash

But what did we miss?

Why are people traveling at this particular time and place?

Is the driver perhaps fatigued from a long commute? In a hurry to get home?

• Are there alternative transportation options for this commute?

• Ways to reduce super-commutes?
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Example – Nighttime Pedestrian Crash

But what did we miss?

Why are people traveling at this particular time and place?

The pedestrian was going from work in a busy downtown to the side street 
where they were parked.

• Are there alternative transportation options for this commute?

• Why did the pedestrian have to park so far away?

• Why is good lighting and pedestrian infrastructure only available in the downtown?
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Towards a Solution
• The Pyramid helps identify ways to 

reduce exposure to risk
(kinetic energy)

• The answer can often be a
multi-disciplinary effort that 
breaks out of the silos roadway 
safety traditionally operates in
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