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Read on to find out more about UK road safety and how self-driving vehicle 
technologies may be able to improve road safety. 

Every year, thousands of people are  
killed or suffer serious, life-changing 
injuries on UK roads. 
 
Road deaths are devastating events for  
individuals, for families and for communities. 
 
Human error, along with other factors, often  
contributes to road crashes that result in deaths  
or injuries.  
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UK road safety in numbers 

~1800 people are killed on UK roads every year 
 
      26,000 people suffer serious, life-changing injuries every year 
 
1 in 3 Pedestrians and cyclists account for one in three road deaths 
 
57% The majority (57%) of road deaths occur on rural roads 
 
£33bn Road crashes cost the economy around £33 billion every year 3  
 
85% Most (85%) crashes that result in injury include human error as  
at least one of the causes 4  
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Main causes of road death: The ‘Fatal Four’
The 'Fatal Four' are 
the four most common 
reasons why people 
are killed on roads:

Speed 

1

Drink- and  
drug-driving

2

Seatbelts 

3

Distraction from  
mobile phones 

4



85%  of crashes that result in injury include  
human error as at least one of the causes 4
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How could self-driving vehicles help prevent  
crashes caused by the 'Fatal Four'?

1 Speed

Speed is a critical issue for the safety of our roads.  
Almost a quarter of fatal crashes involve someone 
who was driving too fast. 
 
The faster we drive, the greater our risk of crashing, 
and the harder we hit if we crash. 
 
The faster a vehicle is travelling, the longer it takes to 
stop. At higher speeds, a driver has less time to react 
and stop in time in an emergency. 
 
Many drivers exceed speed limits on all types of roads.5  
Many more travel at speeds that are inappropriate for 
the road conditions. 
 
A crash at 30mph has twice  
the energy and destructive  
potential of a crash at 20mph. 
 
Speeding traffic also makes our  
communities noisy, and discourages people  
from walking and cycling. 

20 30

 
Self-driving vehicles receive  
information about speed  
limits, weather and road  
conditions, and automatically  
adjust the vehicle speed to  
keep within limits. 
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2 Drink- and drug-driving

In the UK, more than 200 people die in  
a drink-driving-related crash every year.6  
 
Alcohol slows reaction times, limits ability to judge 
speed and distance, and causes over-confidence and 
erratic behaviour. Driving the morning after a night of 
heavy drinking is not safe – people who wouldn’t 
dream of drink-driving often unknowingly find  
themselves over the limit the next day. 
 
Drug-driving is recorded as a factor in  
more than 1 in 20 fatal crashes in the UK.  
The real figure is likely to be much higher.7 
 
Cannabis slows reaction times and affects  
coordination. Stimulants such as cocaine  
and ecstasy increase risk-taking. Opiates  
such as heroin cause drowsiness and slow reflexes. 
 
Many prescription and over-the-counter medicines 
can make drivers drowsy. They can also affect reaction 
times, coordination, concentration or vision. 
 

Even the smallest amounts  
of alcohol and drugs can  
affect driving and increase  
the risk of a crash.  
Self-driving vehicles don’t  
drink alcohol or take drugs  
so they are not affected or  
impaired in the way a human  
driver would be.
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3 Seatbelts

Seatbelts are one of the simplest and most effective 
ways to protect people inside vehicles. However, many 
people still choose not to wear one, despite it being  
a legal requirement in most countries.8   
 
Wearing a seatbelt can reduce  
the risk of death in a serious  
crash by up to 50%.9  

4 Distraction

Driving is a highly complex task that demands a  
driver's full attention. Using a phone while driving  
(either hand-held or hands-free) is as dangerous as 
drink-driving. Sending a message while driving can 
slow reaction times by 35%.10  
 
In the UK, 'driver using  
a phone' is recorded as  
contributing to more than  
100 crashes where someone  
is killed or seriously injured  
every year.11  
 
 

5 %
 
Self-driving vehicles can have  
sensors to detect when a  
passenger is not wearing  
their seatbelt and provide  
reminders to buckle up.  
They could even be  
programmed not to move until  
all required seatbelts are fastened. 
 

 
Self-driving vehicles are  
always watching, always  
thinking, and they are never  
distracted. This means  
passengers could be free  
to chat or send messages using  
their phone without affecting safety. 
 

100XX



Road safety experts  
have estimated that over  
a decade, automated safety  
technology could save 3,900  
lives and prevent more than  
47,000 serious crashes in the UK.12

Safe vehicles save lives  
Safe vehicles are an important part of the safe 
system approach to road safety – a shared  
approach to prevent death and serious injury 
from road crashes. 
 
Safe vehicles are designed to prevent road 
crashes and protect people inside and outside 
the vehicle if a crash does happen. 
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Protection for vulnerable 
road users

The people who are at highest risk of being killed  
or seriously injured on roads are described as  
vulnerable road users. This group includes children 
and the elderly, pedestrians, cyclists, horse riders and  
motorcyclists. They have much higher casualty rates 
per mile travelled than other road users.13  
 
Walking and cycling are excellent ways to stay fit and 
commute short distances, and they are much better 
for the environment than many other forms of  
transport. However, despite efforts to improve safety, 
the number of people killed or injured while walking 
or riding remains shockingly high. Pedestrians and  
cyclists account for one-third of all road deaths in  
the UK.14  
 
More than 450 pedestrians  
and 100 cyclists are killed  
on UK roads every year. 15,16 450+ 100+

 
Self-driving vehicles use  
advanced sensors and  
automated technology to  
detect, monitor and track  
people outside the vehicle.  
They have technologies that  
aim to keep them at a safe  
distance from other vehicles  
and road users. 
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Reducing risk for  
young drivers

Young drivers are at much higher risk of being  
involved in a crash than older drivers. One in five 
young drivers crashes within a year of passing their 
test.17  Every year, more than 1500 car drivers aged  
17–24 are killed or seriously injured on UK roads.18  
 
Young male drivers are at particular risk. Young male 
drivers aged 17–24 are twice as likely to be killed or 
seriously injured on roads than young female drivers.19  
 
The high level of risk for young drivers is due to a 
combination of youth and inexperience. Their youth 
means they are more likely to take risks like  
dangerous overtaking or speeding.  
Their inexperience means they are  
less likely to spot hazards or be  
able to control their vehicle  
to avoid a crash. 
 
Other risk factors for young  
drivers include carrying  
passengers, driving at night,  
using a phone while  
driving and not wearing  
a seatbelt. 

 
Self-driving vehicles have  
the potential to significantly  
reduce, or even eliminate,  
crashes where human error  
is a contributory factor,  
including crashes caused by  
speeding, distraction and  
intoxication. Young people who have  
grown up in the digital age tend to  
have a high affinity for technology, and may  
be early adopters of self-driving vehicles. 
 

Find out more at 
www.brake.org.uk/self-driving-vehicles

UK road
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