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Single-car road deaths-disguised
suicides?

If many single-car, single-occupant road deaths are suicides, as is often
claimed,' the epidemiological implications would be serious because
most of these deaths are recorded as accidents and are consequently
excluded from the suicide rate. We therefore examined the likelihood
of such deaths being intentional and the effect on the reported suicide
rate if they were suicides.

Hypothesis, methods, and results

If a substantial proportion of these deaths are deliberate (1) their seasonal
variation and their age distribution would be similar to those of suicides; (2)
they would occur independently of road conditionis, while other single-car
fatalities would be more likely to occur when road conditions are adverse.
Information about single-car accidents for the two years 1969 and 1970 was
obtained from the Transport and Road Research Laboratory, which provided
details of the age and sex of the driver, the number of occupants, the road
conditions, and the month of occurrence. The seasonal variation and age
distributions of the road deaths and of suicides were compared, as were the
incidences of single-car, single-occupant deaths and single-car, multiple-
occupant deaths occurring in different road conditions.
A total of 528 single-car, single-occupant road deaths occurred in Great

Britain in 1969 and 1970 (table). Both single-car, single-occupant deaths and
suicides had a significant seasonal variation, but while the peak for suicide was
in April that for the road deaths was in November. When the suicide distri-
bution and that of road deaths were compared they differed significantly
(X2-- 58-32; df= 11; p <0 001). The age distribution of single-car road deaths
when the driver was alone and when passengers were present did not differ
and were highest in the young age groups (15-24 and 25-34). In contrast,
suicides increased with age. The age distributions of single-car, single-
occupant road deaths and suicides differ significantly (Z2=693-98; df=4;
p<0-001). Similar proportions of both categories of road deaths occurred
when road conditions were dry, wet, or snow- or ice-covered. The distri-
butions did not differ significantly (z2= 1-89; df= 2; p= 0-39). Adverse road
conditions therefore affected both types of accident to a similar extent.

Comment

Single-car, single-occupant road deaths differed from suicides on the
three characteristics examined. While undoubtedly a few were
intentional deaths we concluded that the proportion was not large
enough to affect the reported suicide rate. Even if all single-car, single-
occupant deaths were added to the suicide figures the suicide rate in
1970 would be increased by only 70% (0 6 per 100 000). Moreover,
since the decline in our national suicide rate between 1963 and 1970
represents some 1800 fewer deaths a year their addition would reduce
the size of the fall by only 16 %.
Much of the published work on this subject imputing a suicidal

motive relies on very small samples, anecdotal evidence, or speculative
argument. For example, Phillips3 has shown a significant rise in both
motor vehicle accidents and suicides in California after newspaper
reports of suicides, and infers that the reports stimulate "an imitative
wave of suicides, some of which are disguised as accidents." Our
conclusions, however, agree with those of Schmidt et al,4 who, after
extensively investigating 300 single-vehicle fatalities in Baltimore (a six
months' sample), found that only 2-7 % were suicides. Our conclusions
also agree with the finding of Tabachnick et al' that the psychological
state of drivers involved in road accidents was "close to normal." Only

20% of them were similar to suicidal subjects in just one character-
istic-recent increased alcohol intake.

We thank the Road and Transport Authority for information about single-
car accidents. The investigation was first carried out as part of a study of
suicide trends in Europe commissioned by the World Health Organisation
(Regional Office for Europe).
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Plasma exchange in herpes
gestationis

Herpes gestationis (HG) is a severely itching, vesiculobullous skin
affection during pregnancy and the puerperium. It is relatively rare
(1:4000 pregnancies), usually starts during the second trimester of
pregnancy, and becomes exacerbated shortly after parturition. It
may relapse when menstruation returns or on taking oral contra-
ceptives.' Diagnosis is facilitated by finding deposits of C3 along the
basement membrane of the affected skin and also a specific HG
factor in the serum, identified as IgG, which can bind complement
in the dermo-epidermal transition area of normal skin.2 In an attempt
to prove the pathogenetic role of this factor Carruthers and Ewins3
performed plasma exchange in a patient who had flare-ups of herpes
gestationis at the return of menstruation after childbirth. This
prompted us to perform plasma exchange during pregnancy as a
therapeutic measure in a patient with severe herpes gestationis.

Case report

The patient, a 40-year-old woman, developed herpes gestationis, preceded
by and associated with severe pruritus, in the 20th week of her fifth preg-
nancy. The lesions, which included some large bullac, were mostly on the
legs and abdomen. She had had no skin affection during her previous
pregnancies. This fifth pregnancy was also complicated by hypertension. The
clinical picture of herpes gestationis was confirmed by histological findings.
Immunofluorescent examination of biopsy specimens taken from peri-
bullous areas showed C3c and IgG deposits along the basement membrane.
The HG factor was demonstrated in the serum by incubating a skin biopsy
specimen from a healthy donor with the patient's serum, followed by

Monthly incidences of suicides and single-car, single-occupant road deaths for Great Britain, 1969 and 1970

January February March April May June July August September October November December Total

A: Single-car, single-occupant road deaths 1969 and 1970
No of deaths 40 44 29 37 38 29 44 37 47 55 70 58 528

Rank 6 7.5 1-5 3.5 5 1-5 7-5 3-5 9 10 12 11
Maximum sum of ranks of 6 months (September-February) = 55-5, p <0.05*

B: Suicides 1969 and 1970
No of suicides 752 662 820 873 850 779 790 714 700 687 731 610 8788

Rank 7 2 10 12 11 8 9 5 4 3 6 1
Maximum sum of ranks of 6 months (March-August) = 55, p <0.05*

*Hewitt et al.2
Difference between A and B: X'= 58 32, df= 11, p <0-001.
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