
Broken Ribs Caused by Car Accidents – What to Know 

A Bay Area Car Accident Lawyer Explains Rib Fracture Injury Claims 

A broken rib might not sound like a serious injury, but anyone who has actually suffered one 

knows otherwise. Every breath hurts. Coughing becomes something to dread. Even shifting 

position in bed can send a jolt of pain through your chest. That’s why rib injuries caused by car 

accidents can be so painful, complicated and frustrating. 

Car accident rib fractures are also especially common because the chest absorbs enormous 

force during a collision, whether from the steering wheel, the seatbelt or the dashboard. A rib 

fracture can range from a single hairline crack that heals on its own to multiple breaks that 

puncture a lung and require hospitalization. The severity varies enormously, but the financial 

and physical impact is almost always greater than people expect going in. 

At Clancy & Diaz, LLP, our Bay Area car accident lawyers represent people throughout Walnut 

Creek, Antioch, Benicia, Brentwood, Pittsburg and the surrounding area dealing with rib 

fractures and other serious injuries after a crash. Below, you can learn more about why these 

injuries happen, how they are diagnosed, what complications can develop and what it takes to 

get them taken seriously by an insurance company. 

Why Do Car Accidents Often Cause Broken Ribs? 

The chest is one of the areas of the body most exposed to force during a car accident. Unlike 

the head, which a properly functioning airbag is designed to protect, or the legs, which are 

often shielded by the dashboard and floorboard, the ribcage frequently takes a direct hit from 

the seatbelt itself, the very device designed to keep you safe. 

A seatbelt restrains the body by applying force across the chest during a sudden stop. In a low-

speed crash, that force is usually absorbed without injury. In a higher-speed or higher-impact 

collision, that same restraining force can fracture one or more ribs, particularly in older adults 

or anyone with reduced bone density. Steering wheel impact in a frontal collision and door 

intrusion in a side-impact crash are two other common mechanisms. 

Rib fractures are also common in crashes that do not look severe from the outside. A vehicle 

with relatively minor exterior damage can still transmit significant force into the cabin, and the 

chest can absorb that force even when the rest of the body escapes serious harm. This is one of 

the reasons insurance companies sometimes try to dismiss a rib fracture claim by pointing to 

photos of a vehicle that does not look badly damaged. 

What Are Different Types Of Rib Fractures From Car Accidents? 

Not all rib fractures are the same, and the type of fracture affects both the treatment required 

and the value of an injury claim. Doctors classify rib fractures based on the pattern and severity 

of the break. 
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• Simple (non-displaced) fractures - A clean crack in the bone where the rib stays in 

alignment. These are the least severe type and often heal with rest and pain 

management alone, though they are still extremely painful. 

• Displaced fractures - The broken ends of the rib shift out of alignment. These fractures 

carry a higher risk of the bone fragment puncturing a lung or damaging nearby blood 

vessels and typically require closer medical monitoring. 

• Multiple rib fractures - More than one rib breaks at the same time, which significantly 

increases the risk of breathing complications and often requires hospitalization for pain 

control and monitoring. 

• Flail chest - A severe condition where three or more adjacent ribs break in at least two 

places each, causing a section of the chest wall to move independently from the rest of 

the ribcage. This is a medical emergency that can require mechanical ventilation. 

• Stress and hairline fractures - Small cracks that may not show up clearly on an initial X-

ray. These fractures are sometimes missed entirely in the emergency room and only 

diagnosed later when pain persists and additional imaging is ordered. 

The type of fracture matters in a car accident claim because insurance companies often try to 

value all rib injuries the same way. A flail chest injury and a single hairline fracture are not 

comparable, and the medical distinction between them should directly shape how the claim is 

valued. 

What Complications Can Develop From a Broken Rib After a Crash? 

A broken rib is rarely an injury that exists on its own. The complications that can develop 

alongside or after a rib fracture are often more serious, and more expensive to treat, than the 

fracture itself. 

A punctured or collapsed lung, known medically as a pneumothorax, is one of the most serious 

complications. A sharp rib fragment can puncture lung tissue, allowing air to leak into the chest 

cavity and causing the lung to partially or fully collapse. This condition often requires 

emergency treatment, including the insertion of a chest tube, and can develop hours after the 

initial injury rather than immediately at the scene. 

Pneumonia is another common complication, particularly in older adults. Rib fractures make 

deep breathing and coughing extremely painful, which leads many people to unconsciously 

take shallow breaths to avoid the pain. Shallow breathing prevents the lungs from fully 

expanding and clearing themselves, which creates the conditions for a lung infection to develop 

in the days or weeks following the crash. 

How Do Doctors Diagnose a Rib Fracture After a Car Accident? 



Diagnosing a rib fracture is not always as simple as it sounds. Standard chest X-rays often miss 

many rib fractures, particularly hairline cracks or fractures along the cartilage where ribs meet 

the breastbone, an area that does not show up clearly on X-ray imaging at all. 

A CT scan is significantly more sensitive than an X-ray and is often the better diagnostic tool 

when a doctor suspects a rib fracture but the X-ray comes back unclear. A CT scan can also 

reveal internal injuries to the lungs, spleen or liver that frequently accompany rib fractures, 

since the force required to break a rib is often enough to damage the organs underneath it. 

This diagnostic gap matters enormously for an injury claim. If an emergency room visit 

produces only an X-ray that does not clearly show a fracture, and the injured person is sent 

home with a diagnosis of bruised ribs, the medical record may not reflect the true injury until 

follow-up care and additional imaging confirm what actually happened. That gap in the medical 

record is exactly the kind of detail an insurance adjuster will use to argue the injury was minor. 

What Evidence Proves a Broken Rib Was Caused by Your Crash? 

Insurance companies do not automatically accept that a rib fracture diagnosed after a crash 

was actually caused by that crash. Building a claim that withstands scrutiny requires specific 

types of evidence connecting the injury directly to the collision. 

• Emergency room and hospital records - Documentation from the date of the crash 

establishes the timeline between the collision and the diagnosis, which is the foundation 

of proving causation. 

• Imaging studies - X-rays and CT scans showing the fracture, including any follow-up 

imaging that reveals a fracture missed on the initial scan, provide objective medical 

proof of the injury. 

• Records of the crash mechanics - The police report, vehicle damage photographs and 

seatbelt usage all help establish how the force of the collision could have caused the 

specific type of fracture diagnosed. 

• Treatment and follow-up records - Pain management visits, breathing treatments and 

any complications like pneumonia or a collapsed lung that developed after the crash 

help demonstrate the full scope and severity of the injury. 

• A treating physician’s opinion - A doctor’s written statement connecting the fracture to 

the mechanics of the crash carries significant weight, particularly when an insurer tries 

to argue the injury existed before the collision. 

Without this evidence, an insurance company has room to argue that a rib fracture pre-existed 

the crash or resulted from something else entirely. A complete medical record, gathered and 

organized early, closes that door before the argument is ever raised. 

Why Do Insurance Companies Undervalue Broken Rib Injury Claims? 



Rib fractures are frequently undervalued by insurance adjusters for a simple reason: they often 

do not require surgery, and adjusters are trained to associate claim value with surgical 

intervention. A rib fracture that heals with rest, pain medication and time can look, on paper, 

like a minor injury compared to one requiring an operation. 

That assessment misses the actual experience of living with a broken rib. The pain from a rib 

fracture can be severe for six to eight weeks or longer, during which basic activities like 

sleeping, breathing deeply, lifting a child or returning to physically demanding work may be 

impossible. Adjusters rarely account for this kind of pain and suffering accurately unless the 

claim is built to clearly document it. 

Adjusters also frequently point to vehicle damage photos as evidence that a crash could not 

have caused a serious injury. As discussed earlier, the relationship between visible vehicle 

damage and the force transmitted into the cabin is not as direct as that argument suggests. 

Countering this tactic requires medical evidence and, in some cases, an explanation from a 

treating physician about how a relatively low-speed impact can still generate enough force to 

fracture a rib. 

What Compensation Is Available for a Broken Rib Injury in California? 

California law allows people injured by another driver’s negligence to pursue several categories 

of compensation for a rib fracture and its related complications. Such compensation often 

includes money for: 

• Medical expenses - Emergency room treatment, imaging, hospitalization, pain 

management and any follow-up care related to complications like pneumonia or a 

collapsed lung. 

• Lost income - Wages lost during recovery, particularly relevant for rib fractures since 

physically demanding jobs, and even many desk jobs requiring long hours of sitting, can 

be difficult or impossible during the healing period. 

• Pain and suffering - Compensation for the physical pain and the disruption to daily life 

that a rib fracture causes, which can be substantial given how long these injuries take to 

heal. 

• Future medical care - In cases involving complications or a slow recovery, ongoing 

treatment costs may be recoverable as part of the claim. 

The value of a rib fracture claim depends heavily on how thoroughly the medical evidence 

documents the injury and its impact. A well-documented claim that captures the true severity 

of the pain and disruption tends to produce a far different outcome than one that relies only on 

a brief emergency room note. 

How Can a Bay Area Car Accident Lawyer Help With My Rib Injury Claim? 



Our Bay Area car accident attorneys at Clancy & Diaz, LLP have handled rib fracture and chest 

injury claims throughout Walnut Creek, Antioch, Benicia, Brentwood and Pittsburg. We know 

how insurance adjusters try to minimize these injuries, and we know how to build a claim that 

reflects the reality of living with a broken rib, including complications that may not appear until 

weeks after the crash. 

We often work directly with physicians to obtain the documentation and medical opinions 

needed to connect your injury to the crash and to demonstrate its full impact. We also help our 

clients understand who pays for their accident and pursue every available source of 

compensation, whether through a settlement negotiation or, if necessary, litigation. 

California gives most injury victims two years from the date of the crash to file a lawsuit under 

California Code of Civil Procedure Section 335.1, but the medical evidence that proves a rib 

fracture claim is strongest when gathered early. Learn more about your legal options. Contact 

us for a free consultation. There are no legal fees unless we recover compensation for you. 

 

https://www.clancylawgroup.com/
https://www.clancylawgroup.com/car-accidents/who-pays
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=335.1&lawCode=CCP
https://www.clancylawgroup.com/contact-us
https://www.clancylawgroup.com/contact-us

