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Invisibility 

W
ith years of experience 
helping motorcycle crash 
victims, have you identi

fied any common factors leading to 
motorcycle crashes, exclusive of rider 
inexperience or error? In other words, 
what do other motorists do that most 
frequently leads to serious injury of 
motorcyclists? Is it something that 
riders can be aware of, to avoid being 
involved in similar crashes? 

-Bryan in Oklahoma 

The most common denominator in mo
torcycle crash cases is the failure of the 
other driver to perceive the motorcycle 
as a vehicle. Let's first distinguish percep
tion from conspicuity. 

Conspicuity is used in the context of 
assessing whether a person was likely to 
see the approaching motorcycle and its 
operator. To increase conspicuity, riders 
are encouraged to wear bright colors. 

While that may serve an objective pur
pose of making the motorcyclist easier 
to distinguish against its background, it 
does not significantly affect the percep
tion issue that leads to driver error. 

Perception is the next level beyond 
merely seeing the motorcycle. Too often 
in crash cases, the vehicle driver con
cedes, "I saw him, I looked right at him, 
and I pulled out anyway."While that 
makes it easier to win cases in court, it 
does very little to resolve traumatic or 
catastrophic brain or orthopedic injury 
to the motorcyclists. 

The problem cannot be corrected 
by the motorcyclist. American drivers' 
brains are conditioned to react to on
coming cars or trucks. At a subconscious 
level, they do not perceive an approach
ing motorcycle as a vehicle. To them, we 
might appear as a pedestrian or bicyclist, 
but not a vehicle in traffic or a threat to 
which they must yield. 

In other countries, people are more 
aware, because they are conditioned to 
motorcycle presence in traffic practically 
from birth. Here, drivers rarely see or re
act to anything on the road that does not 
have four wheels. 

Motorcyclists in America must un
derstand that other drivers' brains are 
not processing what their eyes are see
ing. A rider can make direct eye contact 
with a driver stopped on a side street, 
and he will still pull out into your path. 
Same with approaching drivers who are 
about to make a left turn across your 
lane. In either situation, always assume 
it's going to happen. Choose an evasive 
action-braking, swerving, or accel
erating-before it's too late to make a 
difference. 

Harry Oeltzler is partner at Hill, Peterson, 

Carper, Bee and Deitzler, PLLC. Submit 
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