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INFORMATION ON CISS

For more information on CISS technical operations and  
field procedures, contact:

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration  
National Center for Statistics and Analysis  
Crash Investigation Division, NVS-411
1200 New Jersey Avenue SE.
Washington, DC 20590

ncsaweb@dot.gov 
1-800-934-8517

For statistical publications and information, case data, or  
data files, contact:

National Highway Traffic Safety Administration  
National Center for Statistics and Analysis
Data Reporting and Information Division, NVS-424
1200 New Jersey Avenue SE.
Washington, DC 20590

1-800-934-8517 
ncsaweb@dot.gov

Or visit www.nhtsa.gov

AUTO SAFETY HOTLINE

Do you need information on auto safety recalls, crash test results, 
or fuel economy ratings? Do you have a complaint about a possible 
motor vehicle safety defect?

Call the Auto Safety Hotline, toll-free:  1-888-327-4236

National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration
National Center for Statistics and Analysis 

HOW THE INFORMATION IS USED

The data collected by the CISS field teams is used by NHTSA and 
others for a variety of purposes:

•	 identifying existing and emerging highway safety problems;

•	 obtaining detailed crash performance data for passenger 
vehicles, including the vehicle safety systems and designs;

•	 learning more about the nature of crash related injuries and 
the relationship between the type and severity of a crash and 
the resulting injuries; and

•	 assessing the effectiveness of motor vehicle standards and 
highway safety programs.

After all personal identifiers are removed, information collected 
by CISS is made available to other Federal agencies; State and lo-
cal governments; universities; research institutions; the automo-
bile, trucking, and insurance industries; and the general public.
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WHAT IS CISS?

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration has collected 
crash data since the early 1970s to support its mission to reduce mo-
tor vehicle crashes, injuries, and deaths on our Nation’s highways. 
The Crash Investigation Sampling System (CISS) builds on the retir-
ing, long running National Automotive Sampling System Crash-
worthiness Data System (NASS CDS). CISS collects detailed crash 
data to help scientists and engineers analyze motor vehicle crashes 
and injuries. CISS collects data on a representative sample of minor, 
serious, and fatal crashes involving at least one passenger vehicle – 
cars, light trucks, SUVs, and vans – towed from the scene. NHTSA’s 
crash data collection program consists of CISS, the Fatality Analysis 
Reporting System (FARS), the Crash Report Sampling System 
(CRSS), Special Crash Investigations (SCI), Non-Traffic Surveillance 
(NTS), the Crash Injury Research & Engineering Network (CIREN), 
and special studies conducted to address various safety topics.

CISS SAMPLING

CISS randomly selects thousands of cases from police crash reports 
at law enforcement agencies in selected areas across the country. 
The areas reflect the geography, population, miles driven, and 
crashes in the United States. To be eligible for the CISS sample, a 
crash must involve at least one towed passenger vehicle.

HOW CISS WORKS

After a crash has been sampled, trained crash technicians obtain data 
from crash sites by documenting scene evidence such as skid marks, 
fluid spills, and struck objects. They locate the vehicles involved, 
document the crash damage and identify interior components that 
were contacted by the occupants. On-site inspections are followed-
up with confidential interviews of the crash victims and a review 
of medical records. CISS uses emerging technology and methods to 
acquire quality data.

The crash technicians are interested only in information that will 
help them understand the nature and outcome of the crashes.

Personal information such as names, addresses, license and 
registration numbers, and even specific crash locations are not 
included in public CISS files.

COOPERATION

CISS depends on the participation and cooperation of law 
enforcement agencies, hospitals, physicians, medical examin- 
ers, coroners, tow yard operators, repair shops, and the people 
involved in crashes.

Cooperation from law enforcement agencies enables CISS to list 
and select crashes to be studied. Police crash reports – which 
provide key information on the location of the crash, the vehicles 
involved, and where the injured were taken for medical care – are 
obtained and treated as confidential documents. The police also 
may permit access to certain roadways and crashed vehicles.

NHTSA is recognized by the Department of Health and Human 
Services as a Public Health Authority, allowing the medical com- 
munity to provide access to its records. Medical records are the 
primary source of data on the nature and severity of injuries.

Tow yards, repair facilities, and impound lots provide access to 
damaged vehicles. CISS crash technicians photograph vehicles at 
these sites, measure vehicle damage, document safety systems, 
and record the sources of occupant injury.

Confidential interviews with people who were involved in crashes 
provide crash details, insights into how crashes occur, the extent 
of injuries and treatment, whether safety belts were used, and 
work time lost.

Collectively, information from these sources provides a detailed 
picture of a crash – from just before the crash through medical 
care received by the injured.


