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Rising costs from motorcycle crashes could affect trauma center stability as public dollars cover
millions in preventable spending, study suggests
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This is an adapted and edited version of a story originally published by the American College of
Surgeons

Repealing universal motorcycle helmet laws is associated with a significant increase in crash-
related hospital costs, according to a study by a University of Michigan team published in
the Journal of the American College of Surgeons.

Using Michigan's 2012 helmet law repeal as a natural experiment, researchers found that the
policy change led to a 26% increase in average inpatient costs per motorcycle crash survivor
treated in a Michigan hospital.

"When people argue that helmet choice is solely a personal freedom issue, they overlook who
ultimately pays for the treatment," said Patrick L. Johnson, M.D., M.P.H., lead author of the
study and a surgery resident at University of Michigan Health.

"A significant portion of these costs fall on public payers, taxpayers, and trauma systems —
meaning we all share the financial burden."

Johnson is a fellow at the Center for Healthcare Outcomes and Policy, and worked with U-M
Medical School Department of Surgery faculty who are members of the Institute for Healthcare
Policy and Innovation.

Trauma surgeon and Clinical Assistant Professor of Surgery Raymond Jean, M.D., M.H.S.,
M.A., is the study’s senior author.

Study results

Researchers analyzed data from 19,685 motorcycle crash patients from five states using data
from 2009 to 2015, using the Healthcare Cost and Utilization Project State Inpatient
Databases made available through the federal Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality.

They compared Michigan — which repealed its universal helmet law in April 2012 — with four
control states chosen for geographic and demographic similarity: Wisconsin, Minnesota, Kansas,
and Colorado.

Key findings include

Repeal was associated with a $5,785 rise in inflation-adjusted inpatient costs per crash patient in
Michigan — a 26% increase.
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Adjusted to 2025 dollars, repeal was associated with $6.4 million in excess annual inpatient
spending in Michigan alone over the study period

The researchers note that inpatient costs represent only about two-thirds of acute medical
expenses after a crash.

This means the true financial impact of crash injury recovery, which may include rehabilitation
and long-term care, is likely substantially higher.

Broader implications for trauma centers and taxpayers

The study considers the potential impact on hospital trauma centers, which face ongoing
financial challenges.

When crash patients are uninsured or underinsured, or become unable to work afterwards due to
injuries, hospitals often must absorb some of the cost of their care — potentially affecting their
financial stability and ability to care for communities.

"Trauma centers have a duty to care for everyone who comes through their doors, regardless of
ability to pay," Johnson said.

"When policy choices lead to more severe — and more expensive — injuries, that creates real
downstream pressure on already strained trauma systems."

The study found that about one-third of patients in the cohort did not have auto insurance as the
primary payer for their health care costs, meaning costs frequently shifted to public insurance
programs such as Medicaid and Medicare, or were absorbed by hospitals.

Building evidence on helmet laws
Including Michigan, 33 states have repealed universal helmet laws.

The findings suggest that revisiting those laws, and preserving existing universal helmet laws in
other states, may have substantial financial benefits for public payers and trauma systems.

The research builds on a growing body of evidence demonstrating the lifesaving impact of
universal helmet laws.

"As more states revisit helmet legislation, policymakers need to understand the full picture,
which includes financial consequences for both healthcare systems and taxpayers," Johnson said.

"This isn't about limiting freedom. It's about understanding that individual choices can carry
shared costs."

Additional authors

In addition to Johnson and Jean, the study’s authors are Jamila K. Picart, M.D., M.S.; Alex K.
Hallway, M.S.; Cody L. Mullens, M.D., M.P.H.; Scott C. Levy, M.D.; and Mark R. Hemmila,
M.D. Johnson recently won first prize in the ACS Advocacy and Health Policy Abstract
Competition with the research.



Hemmila was a co-author on a 2017 paper by a U-M team showing a rise in head injuries and
neurosurgery in Michigan in the first year after the helmet law repeal, along with a reduction in
helmet use in data collected at crash scenes and trauma centers.
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