
 
 

What to Do If You're Involved in an Auto 

Accident 

Protecting Yourself, Your Passengers, and Your Legal Rights 

When an Ordinary Drive Takes an Unexpected Turn 

Automobile accidents happen every day, often without warning and sometimes through no fault 

of the drivers involved. Whether the result is a minor fender bender in a parking lot or a serious 

collision involving personal injuries, knowing what to do immediately afterward can protect your 

safety, preserve important evidence, and help prevent unnecessary legal and financial 

complications. 

The steps you should take depend partly on the seriousness of the accident. A collision involving 

only minor vehicle damage requires a different response from one in which drivers, passengers, 

or pedestrians have been injured. Nevertheless, certain basic precautions apply to virtually every 

accident, regardless of who may have been responsible. 

First Things First: Stop and Assess the Situation 



Never drive away from an accident without fulfilling your legal responsibilities. Even when a 

collision appears minor, leaving the scene without exchanging required information or 

complying with applicable reporting laws can result in serious consequences. 

Bring your vehicle to a stop, turn on your hazard lights, and determine whether anyone has been 

injured. If the vehicles are creating a traffic hazard and can be moved safely, relocate them to a 

nearby shoulder, parking lot, or other safe location when permitted by state law. If there are 

serious injuries, a suspected fuel leak, fire, or other immediate danger, call 911 and follow the 

dispatcher's instructions rather than attempting to move injured people or damaged vehicles 

unnecessarily. 

Remain calm and avoid arguments about who caused the accident. Your immediate priorities 

should be everyone's safety, obtaining necessary assistance, and collecting accurate information 

about what happened. 

When No One Appears to Be Injured 

Minor collisions are common, particularly in parking lots, at intersections, and in congested 

traffic. When everyone appears unharmed and the vehicles can be moved safely, the situation can 

usually be handled without the urgency associated with a serious injury accident. However, a 

seemingly minor collision can still produce substantial repair costs or injuries that become 

apparent later. 

Exchange names, contact information, driver's license details, vehicle registration information, 

and insurance information with the other driver. Record the make, model, color, and license plate 

number of each vehicle involved. If the other driver is not the vehicle's owner, obtain the owner's 

information as well. 

Use your smartphone to photograph the damage to all vehicles, their license plates, the 

surrounding roadway, traffic signs, skid marks, debris, and other relevant conditions. If it is safe 

and practical, take pictures before moving the vehicles, but never remain in moving traffic 

simply to document the scene. 

If witnesses observed the collision, politely ask for their names and contact information. 

Independent witnesses can be particularly valuable when drivers disagree about traffic signals, 

right-of-way, or the sequence of events. 

Should You Call the Police After a Minor Accident? 

Not every minor collision requires an officer to respond, and reporting requirements vary 

considerably among states and local jurisdictions. Some states require police notification when 

damage exceeds a specified amount, while others require reports under different circumstances. 

Accidents involving injuries, impaired drivers, hit-and-run incidents, or significant property 

damage generally deserve immediate police attention. 



When in doubt, contact the local police department or appropriate nonemergency number and 

ask whether an officer should respond or a report must be filed. If the police do investigate, 

obtain the officer's name, department, and incident or report number. An official accident report 

may become important when resolving insurance disputes or determining responsibility. 

 

 

Do not assume that the absence of visible damage means the accident can simply be forgotten. 

Modern vehicles contain expensive sensors, cameras, and safety components that may sustain 

damage even when the bumper appears largely intact. 

When Someone Has Been Injured 

An accident involving personal injuries requires a more cautious and urgent response. Call 911 

immediately if anyone is seriously hurt, unconscious, bleeding heavily, experiencing difficulty 

breathing, complaining of significant neck or back pain, or showing signs of confusion or 

disorientation. 

Avoid moving an injured person unless remaining in place presents an immediate danger, such 

as a vehicle fire. Moving someone with a possible spinal injury can make the injury worse. 

Follow the emergency dispatcher's instructions, provide first aid within your abilities, and wait 

for trained medical personnel to arrive. 

If you are injured, do not attempt to walk around or resume driving simply because you believe 

the injury is minor. Adrenaline and shock can temporarily mask pain, and symptoms of 

concussions, soft-tissue injuries, and other conditions may not become obvious until hours or 

even days after the collision. 

Anyone experiencing concerning symptoms should receive prompt medical evaluation. Even if 

emergency transportation is unnecessary, a timely medical examination can identify injuries that 

might otherwise go untreated and establish an accurate record of the person's condition following 

the accident. 

Documenting Injuries and Medical Treatment 

When personal injuries are involved, accurate documentation becomes especially important. 

Keep copies of emergency department records, physician reports, prescriptions, diagnostic test 

results, rehabilitation instructions, and medical bills. Record appointments, transportation 

expenses, and time missed from work because of the accident. 

It may also be helpful to maintain a brief written record of symptoms and their effects on 

everyday activities. Persistent headaches, reduced mobility, difficulty sleeping, and other 

limitations may be relevant to treatment and to an eventual insurance claim. 



Be truthful and consistent when describing your symptoms to healthcare providers and insurance 

representatives. Do not exaggerate injuries, but do not minimize them out of embarrassment or a 

desire to appear resilient. Accurate medical records help establish what injuries occurred, what 

treatment was necessary, and how recovery progressed. 

Be Careful About Statements and Admissions 

Immediately after an accident, drivers sometimes apologize or accept responsibility before 

understanding exactly what happened. Although courtesy is appropriate, avoid making 

statements that speculate about fault or assign blame before the facts have been established. 

Give police officers an accurate account of what you observed, and answer their questions 

truthfully. Avoid guessing about vehicle speeds, distances, or traffic signals when you are 

uncertain. If you do not know the answer, say so rather than offering an estimate that might later 

prove inaccurate. 

Likewise, be cautious about signing statements, accepting quick settlement offers, or agreeing 

that you suffered no injuries before the full extent of the accident is known. This is particularly 

important when medical treatment is ongoing or additional complications may develop. 

Notify Your Insurance Company 

Contact your automobile insurance company promptly, even when you believe the other driver 

caused the accident. Most policies require timely notice, and delays may complicate the claims 

process. Explain what happened, provide the information you collected, and ask about the next 

steps for vehicle inspection, repairs, rental transportation, and medical coverage. 

Insurance representatives may request photographs, repair estimates, police reports, or additional 

statements. Keep a record of communications, including the names of representatives, claim 

numbers, and any instructions you receive. 

Before authorizing repairs, ask whether your insurer requires an inspection or specific 

documentation. If the vehicle is unsafe to drive, arrange for towing and retain the receipt. Do not 

operate a vehicle with damaged steering, brakes, tires, lights, or other components essential to 

safe operation. 

Understanding Liability and Insurance Coverage 

Determining who is legally responsible for an accident is not always straightforward. Police 

reports, witness statements, photographs, traffic laws, and insurance investigations may all 

contribute to the final assessment. In some accidents, more than one driver may share 

responsibility. 

States apply different rules for assigning fault and recovering damages. Some use comparative 

negligence systems that reduce compensation according to a person's share of responsibility, 



while others apply more restrictive rules. States also differ in how medical expenses and injury 

claims are handled under fault-based and no-fault insurance systems. 

Your insurance policy may provide several forms of protection, including liability coverage, 

collision coverage, medical payments coverage, personal injury protection, and uninsured or 

underinsured motorist coverage. Understanding which protections apply can make a significant 

difference when medical expenses or vehicle repair costs begin to accumulate. 

When Should You Consult an Attorney? 

Many minor accidents involving only property damage can be resolved through ordinary 

insurance procedures without legal representation. However, an attorney may be helpful when 

injuries are serious, responsibility is disputed, medical expenses are substantial, or an insurance 

company denies or undervalues a claim. 

Legal assistance may also be appropriate when the accident involves a commercial vehicle, an 

uninsured driver, multiple vehicles, a government-owned vehicle, or a fatality. These situations 

can involve complicated insurance provisions, additional parties, and special legal requirements. 

Personal injury attorneys frequently offer initial consultations, and many handle qualifying cases 

on a contingency-fee basis. Before hiring an attorney, ask about experience with similar cases, 

fees, litigation expenses, and who will be responsible for handling your claim. 

Avoid These Common Mistakes 

Even responsible drivers sometimes make decisions after an accident that create unnecessary 

problems later. Failing to photograph the scene, neglecting to exchange complete information, 

postponing medical attention, or relying on an informal promise to pay for repairs can make a 

straightforward claim much more difficult. 

Be especially cautious about accepting cash payments or signing releases immediately after a 

collision. What initially appears to be a minor repair may involve hidden structural damage, 

while an injury that seems insignificant may require extensive treatment. 

Avoid posting detailed accounts of the accident or your injuries on social media while an 

insurance claim or legal dispute is pending. Public statements, photographs, and casual 

comments may be misunderstood or used to challenge your account of the incident. 

Preparing Before an Accident Happens 

A little preparation can make an unexpected collision easier to manage. Keep your driver's 

license, registration, and current insurance information readily available, and make sure your 

smartphone contains emergency contact numbers. Many insurers also provide mobile 

applications that allow drivers to report accidents, upload photographs, and request roadside 

assistance. 



Consider keeping a small emergency kit in your vehicle containing a flashlight, reflective 

warning devices, a first-aid kit, and a phone charging cable. Review your automobile insurance 

coverage periodically so you understand your deductibles, liability limits, and available medical 

benefits before you need them. 

A Final Word: Safety Comes First 

The moments following an automobile accident can be confusing, stressful, and sometimes 

frightening. A calm, methodical response can help protect everyone involved while reducing the 

possibility of additional injuries, disputed facts, or unnecessary financial losses. 

Whether the accident involves a dented bumper or serious personal injuries, the guiding 

principles remain the same: protect human life, obtain appropriate assistance, document what 

happened, comply with reporting requirements, and preserve the information necessary to 

resolve insurance and legal questions. 

This article provides general educational information. Accident reporting requirements, 

insurance rules, and liability laws vary by state and should be verified under applicable local 

law. 

 


