Most cyclists remember their first near-miss with a suddenly opened car door. The hiss of brakes, the jolt of
adrenaline, the judgment call in a split second: veer into traffic or take the hit. | have handled enough dooring
cases to know that what feels like a close call for a driver can mean a broken collarbone, a traumatic brain injury, or
months of rehab for a rider. Dooring looks simple at first glance, but liability often turns on details people overlook
in the moment. Street design, local ordinances, the exact position of the bike in the lane, even the angle of the

door can matter.

This is a practical guide to how dooring cases are evaluated and proven. It draws on real-world patterns: the way
police reports get written, how insurers try to shift blame, and where jurors focus when they see a diagram of a

parked car, a bicycle, and a door that opened just a second too soon.

What qualifies as a dooring crash

A dooring crash occurs when someone opens a vehicle door into the path of a cyclist and the cyclist strikes the
door or swerves to avoid it and is injured. The vehicle is usually stopped or parked, often at the curb or beside a

bike lane. There are two common variants.

First, the direct impact. The rider has no time to react, hits the edge of the door, and either vaults over it or goes
sideways under it. Second, the evasive crash. The cyclist avoids the door but collides with a moving vehicle, a fixed
object, or the pavement. Insurers sometimes argue the second category is not a "dooring,” but courts generally

look at causation. If the door’s sudden opening forced the swerve, it is still a dooring incident for liability analysis.

In most cities, the person who opens the door has a statutory duty not to do so until it is reasonably safe. Many
states adopt language from the Uniform Vehicle Code: do not open any door on a motor vehicle unless it is
reasonably safe to do so and can be done without interfering with traffic, and do not leave a door open longer
than necessary to load or unload passengers. “Traffic” includes bicycles. If your city has a protected bike lane, the

duty is even more obvious because the lane is a designated trafficway.

Why dooring is uniquely dangerous

From a physics standpoint, dooring serves up the worst of both worlds. A bicycle lacks a bumper and crumple
zone, and a door is a rigid barrier that tends to catch a rider at shoulder or handlebar height. A typical urban
speed of 10 to 18 mph creates enough kinetic energy to fracture a clavicle or radius even without a secondary
impact. When you add the fall and possible secondary strike against the pavement or a second vehicle, injury
patterns widen: concussions, orbital fractures, wrist and scaphoid injuries from bracing, AC joint separations, rib
fractures, and knee trauma. In litigation, we see medical specials for doorings range from a few thousand dollars

for urgent care and PT to well over six figures where surgery or TBI is involved.

It is not just the initial hit. Evasive maneuvers often push riders into live traffic. The rider scans the road ahead and
sometimes fails to check left because traffic behind is too close to re-enter safely. One client avoided a door only
to be clipped by a bus mirror. Liability still traced to the person who opened the door, but we needed to collect

data from the coach’s onboard cameras to prove the sequence.

The law in plain terms

Most dooring statutes boil down to two rules: check before you open, and do not leave a door hanging in the

lane. If you handle these cases, you learn the specific code sections in your jurisdiction. While wording varies, three



themes recur.

First, the standard is “reasonable safety,” which means a fact-driven test. A driver or passenger must look for
cyclists and wait if a rider is approaching. Some cities go further and specify that opening into a bicycle lane is

prohibited unless clear.

Second, the duty applies to passengers, not just drivers. That matters if you are dealing with a rideshare accident
lawyer scenario, where a passenger rushed out near a no-stopping zone. Insurers for the driver may point at the
rider's lane position, but the passenger's duty still holds, and rideshare policies often cover such events during

active trips under their contingent liability coverage.

Third, local ordinances can supplement state law. For example, some municipalities require use of the Dutch Reach
in driver education materials, or impose higher fines for opening a door into a bike lane. Fines do not decide civil

liability, but they help establish a clear standard of care for juries.

Who is responsible: driver, passenger, or someone else

Responsibility usually starts with the person who opened the door. If a driver opens their door into a live lane of
travel that includes bicycles, they are typically at fault. Passengers share the same duty. If a taxi or rideshare stops
in a bike lane and a passenger exits into a cyclist, both the passenger and the commercial operator can face claims.

Taxi cases often involve medallion companies and insurers who know these patterns well.

There are edge cases. When a delivery truck stops and double-parks, creating a narrowed path, an opening door
from the blind side can combine with poor lane positioning by the cyclist. Comparative negligence analysis applies.
A jury might allocate fault 70-30 or 60-40 depending on speed, spacing, and visibility. In one case, a rider filtered
between a parked car and a delivery truck’s lift gate. The door opened, the cyclist went down, and the insurer
argued the rider should not have attempted the pass. Video from a storefront camera showed the rider was below
10 mph and had a clear line until the sudden swing of the door. The case settled with most fault assigned to the

door-opener.

Fault can also extend to a business if its loading policy invites unsafe passenger egress. A bus accident lawyer may
see claims where a transit operator opens doors into a bike lane during dwell when a protected offset is available.
Public entities raise immunities, but operational negligence in stop selection or training sometimes bypasses those

defenses.

Proving liability: the evidence that matters

A strong dooring case rests on small details. In the first 48 hours, these items tend to decide whether fault is clear

or contested.

® Scene photos or video showing door position, bike location, and lane markings.
® Witness statements, including from the person who opened the door, captured while events are fresh.
® The police report traffic diagram, with corrections requested promptly if it misstates the approach angle.

* Damage patterns: handlebar scuffs, door edge dents, and paint transfer that show point of impact.

Treat timestamps like gold. A clip from a nearby restaurant camera showing the precise sequence can overcome a
shaky narrative. Where available, telematics from rideshare or commercial vehicles help. Uber and Lyft maintain trip
records and sometimes vehicle sensor data. Delivery fleets may log door-open events. Preservation letters should
go out within days, not weeks. When evidence is scarce, an accident reconstructionist can map gouge marks and

scrape directions to humanize what happened in a way a jury can digest.



Medical documentation matters just as much. Insurers scrutinize gaps in care. If you went home and only sought
treatment a week later, be ready to explain why symptoms emerged over time. Bike helmets, while not legally
required everywhere, can influence juror perceptions. Lack of a helmet rarely changes legal liability for a dooring
crash, but opposing counsel may use it to argue comparative fault on head injuries. Prepare a medical expert to

address mechanism of injury independent of helmet use.

Comparative fault and the “ride line” debate

Insurers often argue that the cyclist was too close to parked cars. Urban riders know the delicate balance between
the door zone and moving traffic. Many state vehicle codes allow cyclists to ride outside the door zone even if that
means occupying more of the travel lane. On a narrow street, that can look assertive to drivers. On a protected
bike lane, the buffer should remove the conflict, but doorings still happen when parked cars overlap the lane or

where plastic posts are spaced too far apart.

When adjusters push the “you should have anticipated the door” line, precise measurements push back. The door
zone for most sedans spans roughly 3 to 4 feet from the car, more for SUVs and vans with longer doors. If the
bike was positioned outside that range and still struck, the opener likely swung wide or fast. If the lane was too
narrow to avoid the door zone, cyclists are entitled to take the lane. Educating a jury with a simple diagram that

shows door length and lane width often shifts the conversation away from vague claims and toward geometry.

The Dutch Reach and training as a legal modifier

The Dutch Reach is a simple technique: open the driver's door with your right hand, forcing your body to turn and
eyes to sweep the mirror and over the shoulder. Some jurisdictions incorporate it into driver manuals and exam
materials. Defense attorneys sometimes argue that because it is not mandated, failing to use it is not negligence.
The better approach is to treat it as evidence of what reasonable care looks like. If the training exists and the risk is
well known, ignoring a basic check can sound careless to a jury. Fleets that embrace the Dutch Reach and require
passenger egress on the curb side see fewer claims. Where a rideshare or delivery company trains for it but a
driver ignores the training, that gap can support negligent training or supervision claims if documentation shows

knowledge and failure to enforce.

Injuries we see, and the medical arc that follows

After a dooring, the ER notes often read like a checklist: road rash, contusions, shoulder pain, wrist pain, possible
concussion. In the following days, hidden injuries surface. A scaphoid fracture may not show on the first X-ray. A
concussion can present as delayed headaches, light sensitivity, trouble concentrating. Soft tissue trauma around

the knee or shoulder can evolve into instability that requires therapy or surgery.

Two patterns are common and often contested. First, AC joint separations from over-the-handlebar falls. These
can be mild with conservative care or severe enough for surgical fixation. Second, cervical strain or disc herniation
from the whiplash-like motion after impact. Defense experts sometimes call these preexisting. Imaging and a
careful timeline are the antidotes. If a rider had no neck complaints before the crash and imaging now shows a

new herniation with radicular symptoms, causation is usually clear.

The long tail of recovery needs to be valued properly. Cyclists often self-limit activity to avoid re-injury, which
affects commuting and mental health. For active riders, loss of endurance or fear of traffic is not trivial. Jurors who
do not ride may need help understanding how a weekly 80-mile routine is part of a person’s identity, not a hobby

easily paused.



Insurance pathways and where coverage hides

Dooring claims can involve multiple policies. The vehicle owner's liability insurance usually stands first in line,
covering the negligence of a permissive user, which includes passengers in many states. If the passenger is not the
policyholder and coverage disputes arise, renter’'s or homeowner's insurance can serve as secondary for personal
liability. For rideshare incidents during an active trip, the platform’s policy may apply. If the driver is offline, their

personal auto coverage governs.

Cyclists should also check their own policies. Uninsured or underinsured motorist coverage attached to a car policy
often applies even when you are on a bike, subject to state law and policy language. MedPay can cover initial
medical bills regardless of fault. Health insurance coordinates benefits and may assert subrogation later. A personal

injury attorney familiar with subrogation and lien reductions can make a significant difference in your net recovery.

When a commercial vehicle is involved, coverage limits are typically higher. A truck accident lawyer or 18-wheeler
accident lawyer deals with motor carrier policies, where dooring-like injuries can arise near loading zones or at the

right side of a rig. The principles are similar, though the factual context differs.

The dance with insurers: statements, tactics, and timelines

Within a day or two, an adjuster may call seeking a statement. It is rarely in your interest to give one before you
understand the medical picture and liability posture. Innocent phrases like “I didn't see the door until it opened”
can be twisted into poor lookout. Waiting until you have counsel, or at least until you have gathered photos and

witness contacts, levels the field.

Insurers in dooring cases often try two moves. First, they allege the cyclist was riding too close to parked cars or
too fast. Speed estimates on a bike are famously unreliable unless you have GPS data. Second, they argue
contributory negligence based on lane position or helmet use. Keep the focus on the opener’s statutory duty. A

person opening a door has the last clear chance to prevent the crash by looking and waiting.

Statutes of limitations vary. In many states, you have two or three years. Shorter periods can apply against public
entities, with claims requirements in the 6-month range. Do not wait. Video overwrites, witnesses move, cars get

repaired. An early preservation letter to adjacent businesses and the motorist keeps the record alive.

What to do after a dooring

If you are reading this in the afterglow of an accident, the to-do's are both practical and strategic. Here is a

concise, high-yield checklist drawn from cases that resolved well.

e (Call 911 and request police response, even if injuries seem minor. Ask for a report number and verify the

names on scene.

* Photograph everything: the door position, your bike, the car's plate, the lane, debris fields, and any no-
stopping signs.

® Request business or residential camera footage politely and note the owner’'s name. Preserve within 24 to 72
hours before systems overwrite.

* Seek medical evaluation the same day. Describe all symptoms, including head impact, even if mild.

® Do not repair the bike before documenting damage. Save your helmet and clothing; they can support impact

analysis.

Even if you ultimately settle without litigation, these steps increase the likelihood of a fair valuation and limit

arguments about causation and damages.



The role of a bicycle accident attorney, and why specialized experience
matters

Dooring cases sit at the intersection of traffic law, human factors, and street design. A bicycle accident attorney
brings more than statutes to the work. They understand how to read a lane, spot design flaws in paint-only bike
lanes, and explain to a jury why a rider’s choice to take the lane was not aggressive but prudent. They know which
intersections have camera coverage and how to extract rideshare trip data. They speak the same language as
treating orthopedists and neurologists and can connect the dots between a brief loss of consciousness and

cognitive symptoms weeks later.

If your crash involves a rideshare or a commercial vehicle, a car accident lawyer who regularly handles Uber, Lyft,
and delivery claims will know the policy structures and how to navigate the handoff between personal and
commercial insurers. Where injuries are severe, involving spine surgery, complex regional pain syndrome, or long-
term cognitive deficits, a catastrophic injury lawyer frames life care plans and vocational losses credibly. Related
niches matter. A pedestrian accident attorney’s insights help in cases where a cyclist dismounted and was struck
while walking a bike. In mixed-traffic collisions that follow a dooring swerve, a car crash attorney or auto accident

attorney who has tried rear-end cases knows how to handle the secondary impact analysis.

Specialization shows up in small advantages: knowing which adjusters respond to dooring evidence, which
reconstructionists have command of bicycle dynamics, and how to neutralize the trope that cyclists are reckless by

default.

Street design and municipal responsibility

Not every dooring is purely about an individual's mistake. Street design can increase or reduce door risk. A painted
bike lane placed within the door zone of curbside parking invites conflicts. A buffered or parking-protected lane,
properly dimensioned with a 2 to 3-foot buffer, reduces exposure. Where a city stripes a bike lane directly against
parked cars without a buffer, and a pattern of doorings develops, claims may target municipal negligence. Public
entity claims face immunities, but operational choices like inadequate sight lines at bus stops or poorly designed
floating parking can open the door to liability. Bus stops that overlap bike lanes require careful curb management.
A bus accident lawyer dealing with transit agencies often sees injuries when passengers step into a bike lane from

a bus without warning, a cousin of classic dooring that still hinges on duty and foreseeability.

Case valuation: what drives numbers up or down
Valuing a dooring case is not formulaic, but certain elements repeatedly influence outcomes.

Medical trajectory shapes the baseline. Objective injuries with clear imaging, surgery, and consistent follow-up
carry weight. Mild traumatic brain injury with lingering cognitive issues often drives higher settlements, especially if

the rider’s job demands sustained concentration.

Liability clarity either narrows or widens the range. A clean statute violation with corroborating witnesses or video
compresses the debate. Mixed behavior cases, such as a cyclist filtering quickly in tight space, introduce

comparative fault that lowers the gross number.

Credibility is everything. A rider who sought care promptly, followed medical advice, and kept work records tends
to present well. Social media that shows intense catastrophic and serious injury lawyer physical activity during
claimed disability weakens cases. It is not that injured people cannot have good days; it is that optics matter to

juries.
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Economic damages need thorough documentation. Lost wages should be tied to employer records and, for
independent contractors, to tax returns and client statements. For cyclists who rely on their bike for commuting,

added transportation costs are real and should be captured.

Finally, policy limits cap recoveries in many cases. If the at-fault party has minimum limits and no meaningful

assets, underinsured motorist coverage may be the difference between a frustrating settlement and a fair one.

Common defenses and how to address them

Three defenses show up in dooring files over and over. First, the cyclist was outside the bike lane. The rejoinder is
simple: a cyclist may leave a bike lane when it is unsafe due to hazards such as opening doors, road debris, or poor
surface. Second, the cyclist was moving too fast. Without objective data, speed estimates are guesswork. Even at
modest speeds, a door opening late leaves no feasible avoidance path, and expert testimony can model reaction
times that show why a hit was unavoidable. Third, the passenger, not the insured driver, opened the door. That
does not absolve the owner or driver in many states, and passenger negligence is still covered by the vehicle's

liability policy in a large number of scenarios.

Where alcohol or phone distraction is involved, the complexion changes. A drunk driving accident lawyer or
distracted driving accident attorney knows how to obtain toxicology or phone records. While dooring usually
arises from inattention rather than intoxication, late-night entertainment districts produce cases where occupants

spill out of rideshares while impaired. Aggressive pursuit of bar video and witness statements strengthens claims.

Practical guidance for cyclists

Training your own habits can cut risk, even if it cannot eliminate other people’s mistakes. Keep at least a door’s
width from parked cars when lane geometry allows. Scan front wheels of parked cars for movement, mirrors for
faces, and occupied seats. Control your lane position when the lane is too narrow to share and communicate with
a glance over the shoulder. On streets with parking-protected bike lanes, watch for pedestrians crossing the lane
to reach the curb. Use lights day and night, not for legality alone but to increase conspicuity in mirrors. And if a

dooring happens, treat your bike and gear like evidence until liability is resolved.

Where your case intersects with broader traffic safety

Dooring sits at the seam between individual behavior and system design. Better education works. The Dutch
Reach is simple, cheap, and effective when taught consistently. Better design works too. Buffers between parking
and bike lanes, daylighting at intersections, curb extensions that move parking back from corners, and clear curb
management for rideshare drop-offs reduce conflict points. Enforcement helps at the margins, but durable gains

come from lanes built to human behavior, not idealized conduct.

When cases push for change, they do more than compensate. A settlement conditioned on adding signage or
moving a loading zone has ripple effects. That is not the point of litigation, and those commitments can be difficult

to secure, but when they happen, they create safer corridors for everyone.

How to choose counsel for a dooring case

If you are vetting lawyers, ask specific questions. How many bicycle dooring cases have you handled in the past
two years? Do you have relationships with reconstructionists who understand bicycle dynamics? What is your

approach to early evidence preservation, including business camera footage and rideshare data? Can you explain



comparative negligence law in our state and how juries here have treated lane position? Will you handle health

insurance and MedPay subrogation in-house?

You do not always need a truck accident lawyer, bus accident lawyer, or motorcycle accident lawyer for a dooring,
but if your case involves a commercial or two-wheeled motor vehicle component, those niches matter. A personal
injury lawyer who is also a seasoned car accident lawyer or auto accident attorney will navigate coverage
landmines while keeping the case trial-ready. If the crash involved a head-on or secondary rear-end event during
the swerve, experience from a head-on collision lawyer or rear-end collision attorney can be useful. For hit and run
situations, a hit and run accident attorney helps unlock uninsured motorist benefits and law enforcement
coordination. If the injures are life-altering, anchoring the team with a catastrophic injury lawyer ensures damages
are fully developed.

Final thought

Every dooring is preventable with a glance and a second'’s patience. Until that simple habit is universal, the law
steps in to allocate responsibility and repair losses. For riders, the path from impact to resolution feels long, but it
is navigable with careful documentation, prompt medical care, and a clear understanding of the duties at play. For
drivers and passengers, the obligation is just as clear: check, then open. That small motion saves someone'’s

shoulder, someone’s season, or someone’s life.



