
Who Is at Fault in a Rear-End Collision If I Was Stopped at a Red Light? 

Massachusetts Car Accident Attorneys Explain Rear-End Liability 

A driver stopped at a red light has little warning before another vehicle hits them from behind. 

Many injured drivers assume the rear driver will be considered at fault after a rear-end 

accident. Massachusetts insurance regulations generally support that assumption. But the rule 

behind that assumption is more specific than most people realize. It also does not remove 

every question from the case. 

Massachusetts addresses this exact scenario through 211 CMR 74.04(3). This is a state 

insurance regulation covering rear-end collisions specifically. This regulation creates a 

presumption. A presumption is an assumed starting point that still allows either side to present 

evidence. The presumption favors the rear driver's fault, but it is not automatic proof. 

Our Massachusetts car accident attorneys at the Law Offices of Mark E. Salomone regularly 

handle rear-end collision claims. This includes cases where the injured driver was completely 

stopped at the time of impact and other situations. And in each case, we know which state laws 

apply and which legal strategies can be the most effective. 

Is the Rear Driver Automatically at Fault for Hitting a Stopped Car? 

In most cases, yes, though "automatic" is not quite the right word. The rear driver is presumed 

to be more than 50 percent at fault. This presumption applies when their vehicle strikes the 

rear section of another car. It applies whether the front car was moving slowly or completely 

stopped at a red light. 

A presumption is a starting point for an insurance at-fault determination, not a final decision. 

Insurance companies generally begin their fault analysis by assuming the rear driver caused the 

crash. The rear driver, however, can still present evidence. That evidence might attempt to 

show the front driver contributed to the collision in some way. 

This distinction matters for drivers who assume their claim will settle itself without any effort. 

An insurance company may still investigate the crash closely. This can happen even when the 

presumption favors the injured driver. Understanding how that presumption actually works 

helps drivers respond effectively when questions come up later. 

What Common Driver Behaviors Cause Rear-End Collisions at Red Lights? 

Rear-end collisions at a red light rarely happen without a clear cause behind them. 

Understanding common causes helps explain why the insurance fault presumption generally 

favors the driver who was stopped. The following driver behaviors appear frequently in these 

cases: 
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• Distracted Driving – A driver looking at a phone or another distraction often fails to 

notice traffic has stopped ahead. 

• Following Too Closely – Tailgating leaves little room to stop safely once traffic slows 

down or stops completely. 

• Speeding – A driver traveling above the speed limit needs more distance to stop, raising 

the risk of a rear-end crash. 

• Impaired Driving – Alcohol or drugs can slow a driver’s reaction time enough to prevent 

a timely, safe stop. 

• Driver Fatigue – A tired driver may react too slowly to notice stopped traffic until it is 

already too late. 

Any of these behaviors can support a finding that the rear driver failed to use reasonable care. 

Identifying which behavior caused a specific crash often strengthens a claim well beyond the 

presumption alone. 

What Does the Massachusetts Fault Presumption Actually Mean? 

The Massachusetts Division of Insurance, a state agency, created this rear-end presumption for 

a specific reason. It gives insurance companies a consistent standard when reviewing common 

accident types. Under state regulation 211 CMR 74.04(3), a rear-end collision is one of several 

scenarios triggering this presumption. Fault is presumed against one driver unless the evidence 

shows otherwise. 

This regulation primarily governs how insurers make at-fault determinations. Those 

determinations affect a driver's own policy and premium status. A separate but related 

question is whether a driver can recover compensation through a personal injury claim. Both 

questions often point toward the same driver. They are not, however, legally identical 

processes. 

Drivers sometimes assume the insurance presumption automatically settles their injury claim 

too. In straightforward cases, it often does support a fast resolution. When the rear driver 

disputes fault, though, the situation changes. The injured driver may need additional evidence 

beyond the presumption itself to support a full claim for compensation. 

Can the Driver Who Was Stopped Ever Share Fault? 

Rarely, but it can happen. A rebuttable presumption means the rear driver has an opportunity 

to present contrary evidence. Certain circumstances involving the front vehicle can shift some 

responsibility back toward the driver who was stopped, even at a red light. 

Malfunctioning brake lights are one example. If the stopped driver's brake lights did not work 

properly, the rear driver might argue that this contributed to the collision. In other rear-end 
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collisions, a sudden, unnecessary stop unrelated to traffic conditions could also raise questions 

about shared fault. 

These scenarios remain uncommon in practice. Most drivers stopped at a red light are following 

a clear legal obligation to stop there. That obligation strongly supports their position in any 

dispute. Insurance companies and courts still consider any evidence suggesting shared fault. 

This is why documentation after a crash matters, even when a driver was clearly stopped the 

whole time. 

What Is Massachusetts' Comparative Negligence Rule? 

Massachusetts follows a modified comparative negligence rule under M.G.L. c. 231, § 85. This 

law allows an injured person to recover compensation under certain conditions. Their own 

share of fault must not exceed the combined fault of the person or persons from whom they 

seek compensation. Fault gets divided into percentages that must add up to 100 percent among 

everyone involved in the crash. 

A driver found to be 50 percent or less at fault can still recover compensation. The total 

amount, though, gets reduced by their own percentage of fault. A driver whose negligence is 

greater than the combined negligence of the person or persons from whom they seek 

compensation cannot recover damages from them. 

For a driver stopped at a red light, this rule rarely becomes a serious obstacle. The 

circumstances of a rear-end collision generally provide strong evidence supporting a driver who 

was properly stopped at a red light, even if the other driver alleges shared fault. That holds true 

unless genuinely unusual circumstances exist in the case. 

What Evidence Helps Prove the Rear Driver Was at Fault? 

Even with a favorable presumption, solid evidence strengthens a claim. It can also speed up a 

fair resolution with the insurance company. The following types of evidence tend to matter 

most after a rear-end collision at a red light: 

• Police Accident Report – An officer's observations and any citations issued at the scene 

often carry significant weight with insurance companies. 

• Photographs of Vehicle Damage – Images showing the damage pattern can help 

establish how the vehicles collided and corroborate other evidence about the crash. 

• Witness Statements – Other drivers or pedestrians who saw the crash can confirm that 

the front vehicle was not moving. 

• Traffic or Dashcam Footage – Nearby cameras or a dashcam in either vehicle can 

capture the moments before impact. 
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• Event Data Recorder Information – Many modern vehicles store speed and braking data 

that can confirm what each driver was doing. 

Gathering this evidence quickly matters a great deal. Footage and physical evidence can 

disappear within just days of the crash. An attorney can help identify and preserve important 

evidence before it becomes unavailable to either side. 

How Does Massachusetts' No-Fault Insurance Law Affect a Rear-End Claim? 

Massachusetts operates under a no-fault insurance system for initial medical expenses after a 

crash. Under M.G.L. c. 90, § 34M, a driver's own personal injury protection coverage pays 

certain costs. This coverage, often called PIP, covers initial medical bills and some lost wages. It 

applies regardless of who actually caused the crash. 

This means a driver stopped at a red light typically files an initial claim with their own insurer 

first. This happens even when the other driver is clearly at fault for the crash. PIP coverage in 

Massachusetts generally provides up to a set dollar amount for covered medical expenses, lost 

wages, and certain other losses. 

Fault still matters a great deal beyond this initial coverage. Massachusetts law also limits when 

an injured person can recover damages for pain and suffering. Under M.G.L. c. 231, § 6D, an 

injured person generally must meet a statutory medical-expense threshold or have suffered 

one of the injuries specifically identified by the law to recover pain-and-suffering damages. A 

separate liability claim is where evidence of the rear driver's negligence and Massachusetts' 

comparative negligence rules become particularly important to the outcome. 

Who Is Responsible for Paying for My Rear-End Accident? 

The key issue when determining who’s responsible for paying for your accident often comes 

down to liability. This is the legal term for who’s responsible for causing the accident. A driver 

found liable for a crash is the driver whose actions caused the collision.  

Massachusetts requires every driver to carry bodily injury liability insurance under M.G.L. c. 90, 

§ 1A, which makes this insurance a condition of registering a vehicle. M.G.L. c. 90, § 34A then 

defines the specific bodily injury coverage that policy must include. This coverage provides 

protection against certain bodily injury liability when the insured driver is legally responsible for 

a crash.  

When another driver is legally responsible for a crash, the injured person may be able to pursue 

compensation through the at-fault driver's liability coverage, subject to Massachusetts law and 

the applicable policy terms and limits. 

What Types of Compensation Can You Recover After a Rear-End Collision? 
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A successful claim after a rear-end collision can cover more than immediate medical bills. 

Massachusetts law allows an injured driver to pursue several categories of compensation, 

depending on the severity of the crash. These commonly include the following: 

• Medical Expenses – Costs for emergency treatment, ongoing care, physical therapy, and 

any necessary future treatment. 

• Lost Income – Wages missed while recovering, along with reduced future earning 

capacity in more serious cases. 

• Pain and Suffering – Compensation for physical pain and emotional distress when the 

requirements of Massachusetts law are satisfied. 

• Property Damage – Repair or replacement costs for the vehicle damaged in the 

collision. 

• Out-of-Pocket Costs – Expenses such as transportation to medical appointments or 

other costs tied to daily needs during recovery. 

The specific compensation available depends on the severity of the injuries and the 

circumstances of the crash. An attorney can help identify every category of compensation that 

may apply to a specific case. 

How Can a Massachusetts Rear-End Accident Attorney Help? 

Even a seemingly straightforward rear-end accident often involves serious disputes. Those 

disputes often center on fault percentages, injury severity, or fair compensation amounts. An 

insurance company may offer a quick settlement right away. But that settlement may not 

reflect the full value of medical treatment, lost income, and ongoing recovery. 

Our Massachusetts rear-end accident attorneys at the Law Offices of Mark E. Salomone can 

review the full circumstances of your rear-end collision. We look beyond the presumption alone 

to build a complete picture of your crash. We gather evidence, handle communication with 

insurance companies, and pursue full compensation when another driver's negligence caused 

your collision. 

If you were rear-ended while stopped at a red light, don’t assume the insurance company will 

treat your claim fairly on its own. Contact us for a free case evaluation to discuss what 

happened and to learn more about your legal options. 
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