Commercial trucking cases ask more of a lawyer than a typical fender bender ever will. The physics are different,
the evidence looks different, and the stakes run higher, both medically and financially. When a tractor-trailer
jackknifes across lanes or a passenger car slides beneath a trailer in an underride, what follows is rarely a simple
insurance claim. It is a fight over seconds of decision-making, years of maintenance practices, and terabytes of
electronic data that someone will try to control. | have sat across from families who want one thing above all else:
a clear explanation of what happened and a plan to hold the right parties accountable. That is what this work

requires.

Why jackknife and underride crashes are their own species

Jackknife and underride events are not merely severe versions of ordinary collisions. They arise from distinct
dynamics. Jackknifing occurs when the trailer swings out from behind the tractor, often forming a V-shape that
blocks multiple lanes. This can start with trailer swing, tractor drive-axle lockup, improper brake balance, or an
evasive maneuver at highway speed. | have seen them trace back to worn suspension bushings and mismatched

brake timing, along with the more obvious culprits like aggressive braking on a wet downgrade.

Underride is its own nightmare. A sedan or SUV strikes or slides under a trailer's rear or side, and the intrusion
cutoff is at windshield height. The survival margin is thin. Crashworthiness of the passenger vehicle matters, but
the truck’s rear impact guard or side guard matters more. Too many trucks on American roads still run with weak
or corroded guards, loose mounting brackets, or noncompliant designs. The difference between a survivable crash

at 30 mph and a fatal one sometimes reduces to four bolts and the thickness of a crossmember.

Litigation must respect these realities. A generalist car accident lawyer can do fine work, but in these cases the
better fit is a truck accident lawyer or 18-wheeler accident lawyer who knows how air brake systems interact with
ABS events, how to read a brake chamber’s pushrod travel marks, and how to pull time-stamped fault codes from

an engine control module without spoliating evidence.

The first 72 hours: preserve, inspect, and widen the lens

When a jackknife or underride happens, the scene tells a short story that fades quickly. Rain washes away yaw
marks. Tow operators cut air lines. The motor carrier dispatches a rapid response team, sometimes before the

vehicles even clear the roadway. Evidence preservation is an emergency, and you do not get a second chance at it.

A strong personal injury attorney issues a preservation letter right away, not just to the carrier, but to the insurer,
the tractor and trailer owners if different, the maintenance contractor, and sometimes the shipper or broker that
set the load. The letter should enumerate the critical items: ECM downloads, dashcam and driver-facing camera
footage, trailer telematics, Qualcomm or Omnitracs messages, driver cell phone records, hours-of-service data
from the ELD, post-crash drug and alcohol test results, pre-trip and post-trip inspection reports, and maintenance
logs. If there is reason to suspect guard failure, we hold the trailer in place for a joint inspection with a mechanical

engineer before repairs.

The inspection itself is not a quick walk-around. On a jackknife, we look for tire flat-spotting that signals locked
wheels, scuff marks indicating lateral slide, and the sequence of ABS events across axles. On an underride, we
measure guard height, deformation, weld integrity, and bolt shear planes. | once found a rear impact guard where
two carriage bolts were replaced with mismatched hardware from a big box home store. That detail, paired with a
maintenance invoice, shifted the conversation from traffic negligence to negligent maintenance and product

liability exposure.



Fault rarely rests with one person behind one wheel

In the worst underride cases, | have met drivers who did nothing wrong in the ordinary sense. They met the speed
limit, stayed in their lane, and still faced a disaster because a trailer lacked a compliant rear guard. Conversely, |
have seen jackknifes triggered by a passenger car’s abrupt lane change in a storm that forced the truck driver into
a heavy brake application on a curve. Traffic crashes are systems problems. The law allows us to apportion

responsibility accordingly.

There are recurring patterns. Hours-of-service violations create fatigue that amplifies small mistakes. Inadequate
driver training leaves a rookie unprepared for split-second traction decisions. Improper cargo securement or
uneven loading shifts the trailer center of gravity and shortens the margin before a swing. Deferred maintenance
means uneven brake forces, which invites a jackknife during panic braking. Poor conspicuity, burnt-out side marker
lights, and missing reflective tape turn a trailer into a black wall at night and set the stage for underride. Each of
these factors implicates a different set of actors: the driver, the motor carrier, the maintenance vendor, the freight

loader, and sometimes the component manufacturer.

A personal injury lawyer who treats a jackknife like a simple rear-end collision leaves value on the table and leaves
safety issues unaddressed. Properly framed, these cases align with the skill set of a dedicated truck accident lawyer,
and sometimes a catastrophic injury lawyer if the injuries involve long-term disability, spinal cord trauma, or severe

brain injury.

Electronic data is the case spine
Modern tractors store data that can tell you precisely when and how a jackknife began. We routinely harvest:

* ECM snapshots: throttle position, brake application, vehicle speed, cruise control status, ABS faults. These

time-stamped events can bracket the critical three seconds before the loss of control.

e ELD and telematics data: hours logged, GPS trace, hard-braking events, dispatch messages. These reveal

fatigue risk and whether the driver hurried to meet a delivery window.

We also look for dashcam video. Many fleets now run forward-facing and driver-facing cameras. The forward view
captures traffic, lane position, and braking. The inward view confirms phone use, micro-sleeps, and whether the
driver had both hands on the wheel. Defense counsel often fights to limit the footage to a few seconds, but

storage frequently extends to minutes before and after trigger events. Prompt preservation demands matter.

On the plaintiff side, counsel should also gather the passenger vehicle’'s event data recorder. Newer cars store
delta-V, seat belt use, airbag deployment, and sometimes pre-crash speed. This becomes crucial in underride
litigation when defense suggests the car was speeding or the driver was impaired. Objective numbers cut through

speculation.

Rear impact guards, side guards, and standards that matter

A technical case becomes a legal one when you pin conduct to a standard. For underride, personal injury lawyer
in Atlanta that often means rear impact guard requirements. The U.S. has federal standards setting minimum
strength and energy absorption for rear guards. Many trailers meet the letter of the law but fail in service due to
corrosion, cracked welds, or poor maintenance. Photos of a guard that peeled away at the mounts are powerful,
but quantifying the failure is better. An expert can compare deformation patterns to expected performance, noting

whether the guard maintained engagement within the occupant compartment survival space.
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Side underride guards are rarer in the U.S, though they are common in some other countries and in certain
municipal fleets. If a carrier adopts side guards voluntarily, they must maintain them. If they do not, the analysis

shifts to conspicuity. A night crash into a dark trailer with missing reflective tape writes its own liability story.

One edge case: some underrides follow a prior impact or spin that leaves a car facing sideways when it contacts
the trailer. Defense may argue the guard is not designed for oblique impacts. The case then turns on whether
proper lighting and retroreflective markings would have prevented the contact entirely. Field visibility studies and

luminance measurements can carry unusual weight.

Human stories and medical realities

Numbers and data do not capture the human cost. In a jackknife pileup, a delivery driver in a panel van might
escape with fractures and a long physical therapy course, while the next car in line suffers a fatal intrusion from the
second impact. In underride, facial trauma and cervical injuries are common, as are traumatic brain injuries with
cognitive sequelae that surface months later. Clients often feel “mostly fine” at discharge and only later find they
cannot concentrate at work, cannot tolerate noise, or forget simple steps. The claim has to anticipate this

trajectory so it does not settle based on day-two records alone.

Catastrophic injuries change family budgets overnight. A spouse becomes a caregiver. Home modifications,
attendant care, and specialized transport shift from rare expenses to standing line items. An experienced personal
injury attorney builds a life care plan that projects costs over decades and reconciles those figures against public
benefits, private insurance, and the legal duty to mitigate damages. The effort pays dividends with juries who

understand the math and with insurers who would prefer to avoid explaining those numbers to a jury.

Comparative fault and the myths that follow big rigs

Defendants lean on several narratives. One common claim is that jackknifes are inevitable once someone cuts off a
truck. Sometimes that is true. Sometimes the dashcam shows a threat that a rested and trained driver could have
handled by modulating throttle and applying steady braking rather than stabbing the pedal and locking an axle.
Another is that underride only happens with speeding or distracted drivers in cars. We handle cases where the car

slowed for traffic at dusk and the trailer had no operable lights or reflective tape, effectively invisible until too late.

Comparative fault rules vary by state. Some reduce recovery by the plaintiff's percentage of fault, others cut off
recovery if the plaintiff's fault exceeds a threshold. A bicycle accident attorney or pedestrian accident attorney will
feel this when a rider or walker is alleged to have lacked reflectors or entered a poorly lit roadway. The legal
strategy must address juror instincts and show, with concrete details, which decisions mattered most in the lead-

up to the crash.

The role of carrier culture and broker pressure

| pay attention to the motor carrier’s size and culture. A small fleet with ten tractors and a hands-on owner looks
different from a national carrier with layered dispatch and risk management. Small fleets sometimes rely on outside
shops and can have spotty maintenance records. Large fleets may have impeccable paperwork, yet drivers who
feel relentless time pressure. Dispatch messages that say “make up time” or “customer live unload at 0700, must

not be late” become relevant if they correlate with speeding or hours-of-service edge cases.

Brokers complicate the picture. A high-volume broker that pairs loads with motor carriers may act like a
matchmaker, then disclaim any safety role. But if a broker routinely uses carriers with poor safety scores or assigns

unreasonable delivery windows that push drivers against service limits, it opens the door to negligent selection



theories. These claims are fact intensive. They require load tenders, emails, and the broker's internal carrier

qualification criteria. | have seen cases where those documents created leverage that the injuries alone could not.

Settlement pressure versus courtroom truth

Most jackknife and underride cases settle, often after an expert inspection and a round of depositions. Carriers and
their insurers know the optics of crushed passenger compartments and skewed rear guards. They also know that a
jury can distinguish between a hard-working truck driver doing his best and a system that set him up to fail. The
settlement band depends on liability clarity, injury severity, venue tendencies, and insurance layers. Some motor

carriers carry $1 million in primary coverage with excess towers beyond that. Uncovering the full stack matters.

Going to trial has its place. When a defendant disputes core facts or when a policy limit caps recovery below a
client’s true needs, trial Personal injury law firm becomes the honest route. A good trial team does not hide from
complexity. We teach it. Jurors can understand how an ABS fault on axle three changes a braking event and how a
torn-out guard bracket proves foreseen weakness. They can also see through smoke screens about “inevitability”

once they see time-stamped data that narrows a driver's decision window to a manageable choice.

Where related practice areas fit in

Not every crash on a trucker's route is a jackknife or underride, but the methods transfer. A rear-end collision
attorney who handles a box truck tailgating case benefits from the same telematics and dashcam analysis. A
delivery truck accident lawyer evaluating a last-mile van crash will still want route optimization data, dispatch
pings, and proof of distracted driving. Rideshare accidents bring their own logging and coverage puzzles, and a
rideshare accident lawyer learns to pull trip logs from the platform to cross-check driver statements. A distracted
driving accident attorney will scrutinize phone metadata in any fleet case, often finding app use at critical
moments. When two vehicles meet head-on after a tractor crosses a centerline, the methods of a head-on collision

lawyer overlap heavily with jackknife analysis: brake marks, steer angles, and yaw evidence matter.

Motorcycle and bicycle crashes with trucks also deserve special care. A motorcycle accident lawyer or bicycle
accident attorney will often deal with visibility, lane positioning, and blind spot claims. In urban settings, side
underride for cyclists is a known hazard during right turns by large trucks. Jurors who ride or drive in the city
understand the geometry. A pedestrian accident attorney sees similar patterns with walk signals and truck turning
movements. Each of these overlaps reinforces the value of a litigation team that knows how large vehicles behave

in mixed traffic.

How we evaluate a new jackknife or underride case
Early strategy discussions have a few predictable anchor points and a lot of room for nuance.

e Liability signals: We look for immediate red flags like ABS fault codes, logbook anomalies, guard failure, or

missing lights. A single strong signal can justify deeper investment.

e Damages map: Beyond hospital bills, we outline the client’s likely course over 6, 12, and 24 months,

considering work capacity, pain management, and potential surgeries.

* Insurance and assets: We identify policy layers, additional insureds, and any third parties, such as maintenance

shops or shippers, who carry coverage.

® Venue reality: Some jurisdictions are familiar with trucking and accept complex evidence; others skew

conservative. We plan for both, even if we aim to settle.
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® (Client needs: Short-term cash flow, medical coordination, and the client’s appetite for litigation length shape

the path. | would rather build a sustainable plan than force a quick, weak settlement.

This checklist is not a script. In one underride case, the venue was tough and the insurer stubborn, but a
metallurgical report on a corroded guard mount and a straightforward dashcam sequence moved the case into a
policy-limits posture far earlier than predicted. In another, liability was murkier, yet a life care plan and credible

treating physicians created the value that liability could not.

The maintenance file is often the Rosetta Stone

Lawyers talk about black boxes and videos, but a dusty maintenance binder can break a case open. Brake balance
matters. If a trailer's brakes are out of adjustment, especially with manual slack adjusters still in use on older
equipment, you can get uneven braking and a trailer swing. Records that show sporadic inspections, missing
entries, or improper adjustments go directly to negligence. Similarly, lighting logs and inspection reports that note
inoperative lamps without prompt repair feed into underride risk at night. The driver's pre-trip and post-trip
inspection checklists, if honest, should note defects. When they do not, yet the physical evidence shows

longstanding problems, credibility issues arise that juries notice.

On the flip side, not every missing record equals liability. A mid-sized carrier with digital systems might produce
exhaustive records that align with FMCSA requirements. If the evidence points instead to an unavoidable hazard
like diesel spill-induced slickness or a sudden mechanical failure with no notice, we say so and adjust strategy.

Credibility with the court and the client lasts longer than one case.

Working with experts who speak plainly

These cases do better with a small, focused expert team that can explain complex mechanics in simple language.
Accident reconstructionists map speeds and angles. Mechanical engineers analyze brakes and guards. Human
factors experts address perception-reaction times in low-light scenes. Economists quantify wage loss and
household services. The best experts never hide behind jargon. They bring a brake chamber to a deposition, show

pushrod travel by hand, and let everyone see how out-of-adjustment components behave under load.

| learned early not to overstaff experts. One well-chosen reconstructionist who can integrate ECM data with
physical evidence outperforms three specialists who pass the ball back and forth. The same goes for medical
voices. A treating surgeon who speaks candidly can outrun a hired gun with a glossy CV when jurors weigh

credibility.

Settlement timing, liens, and tax landmines

Timing matters. Settling before a client reaches maximum medical improvement invites regret. Settling after an
unnecessary year of waiting can strain a family’s finances and patience. The path often runs through an interim
structure: med-pay coordination, litigation funding only when absolutely necessary, and aggressive lien
negotiation. Hospital liens, ERISA plans, and Medicare interests can take a large slice if not addressed strategically.

A thoughtful personal injury attorney handles these pieces in parallel, not as an afterthought.

Tax treatment comes up late but matters. Compensatory damages for physical injuries are generally non-taxable in
the U.S, but interest and certain allocations can change treatment. Talking with a tax professional before finalizing
a structure helps avoid surprises. Structured settlements can provide stability for clients with long-term care needs,

and they can be tailored to match life care plan milestones.



Practical advice for people involved in these crashes

If you are reading this because a jackknife or underride upended your life, a few practical steps help preserve your
rights and your options. Keep everything. Photos from the scene, even if blurry, can show lane positions, lighting,
or water on the roadway. Save your shoes and clothing if they show glass, paint transfer, or road grime. Do not
authorize the destruction of your vehicle until your lawyer arranges an inspection. Medical follow-up matters.
Report new symptoms, even if they seem minor. Documentation is not bureaucracy; it is the backbone of a claim

that has to withstand skeptical adjusters and, sometimes, jurors.

Choosing counsel deserves care. Look for a truck accident lawyer with a record that includes jackknife and
underride litigation, not just general auto work. Ask how they handle ECM downloads, whether they involve
reconstructionists early, and how they manage liens at settlement. A good car crash attorney can do excellent
work, but trucking adds layers that reward specialization. If your case involves a rideshare vehicle, a bus, a cyclist,
or a pedestrian, it may cross into niches that a rideshare accident lawyer, bus accident lawyer, bicycle accident
attorney, or pedestrian accident attorney understands instinctively. The right fit is not about labels so much as

experience with the exact problems your case presents.

The longer view: safety beyond the verdict

A lawsuit cannot rewind a crash. It can, however, nudge safety forward. | have seen carriers overhaul maintenance
protocols after a verdict centered on brake imbalance. | have seen fleets adopt brighter conspicuity packages and
stricter replacement cycles for rear guards. These changes do not earn headlines, but they prevent grief for people

who will never know they were spared.

The incentive is simple: when the costs of poor practices outpace the savings, practices change. Thorough
litigation, grounded in facts and clear standards, pushes in that direction. When you hire a personal injury lawyer
for a jackknife or underride case, you are not only seeking compensation, you are also pressing the industry to

meet duties it already owes to the public.

Final thoughts for families weighing next steps

Jackknife and underride crashes draw a line through a family’s before and after. The legal process can feel like a
maze at a time when energy runs low. A steady hand helps. The fundamentals do not change: move fast to
preserve evidence, widen the field of responsible parties, tell the technical story in plain language, and value the
claim according to real, lifelong needs. With the right team, built around a truck accident lawyer who knows this

terrain, the path forward becomes clearer, the playing field levels, and safety gains a foothold alongside justice.



