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Behind the Wheel at Work is an eNewsletter bringing you the latest news from the NIOSH Center for Motor Vehicle Safety.
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Well-being Matters for Driving on the Job
According to the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration, about 43,000 individuals lost their lives due to

motor vehicle crashes in the U.S. in 2021 – and an estimated 2.4 million were injured.  Two-thirds of those who died were

drivers, and three-fourths of those injured were drivers.  Driver well-being, such as drowsy driving, was one of the factors

that contributed to these crashes. This month we’re sharing what we know about driver well-being and how employers

can promote best practices.
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Professional drivers, particularly truck drivers, often spend long hours on

the road. This work environment can lead to physical health challengesphysical health challenges.

More than 50% of truck drivers are obese, and over 40% have heart

disease and musculoskeletal disorders.  Obesity increases the

chance for other health problems, including sleep apnea.

Twenty-eight percent of commercial truck drivers su\er from sleep

apnea,  which can increase the risk of being involved in a fatigue-

related motor vehicle crash.

Isolation and stress associated with long hours on the road can also have a

signi]cant impact on drivers’ mental healthmental health.

Loneliness was reported by 28% of truckers, depression by 27%,

anxiety by 21%, and other emotional problems by 13%.

These physical and mental health conditions a\ect various aspects of truckers’ lives, including their ability to drive, which

demands focus and concentration.
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How Well-being Impacts Driving
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Health conditions, fatigue, and stress can incuence a driver’s behavior, attention, and reaction time while on the road.

Several studies have explored the connections between well-being, crash risk, and driving performance.
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A study involving 900 drivers showed that those with chronic medical

conditions (e.g., heart disease, stroke, arthritis) were more likely to be

involved in motor vehicle crashes.6

Results from a study of over 700 new truck drivers revealed that

obese drivers have a 55% increased risk for heavy truck crashes

compared to non-obese drivers.7

In a study of 800 truck drivers, those with heart diseases were at

twice the motor vehicle crash risk compared to those with a lower risk

of heart disease.8

The ]ndings from a study of 500 land-based oil and gas extraction workers indicated that longer commutes,

nonstandard work schedules, and less sleep on workdays were associated with driving while feeling drowsy, falling

asleep, and experiencing near miss crash events.9

In a study of over 3,500 drivers, those who were angry, sad, crying, and/or emotionally agitated had a crash risk

nearly 10 times greater than those who exhibited model driving behavior.10

In a study sample of over 21,000 commercial drivers:

Drivers with high blood pressure were 46% more likely to be involved in a crash compared to drivers without high

blood pressure.

Drivers with a treated nervous/psychiatric disorder were 75% more likely to be involved in a crash compared to

drivers without a nervous/psychiatric disorder.

Drivers with a musculoskeletal condition were about 3 times more likely to be involved in a crash compared to

drivers without a musculoskeletal condition.
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How Employers Can Promote Driver Well-being
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Employers can take the following actions to promote driver well-being:Employers can take the following actions to promote driver well-being:

Consider adopting a Total Worker Health (TWH) approach. TWH is a

framework for implementing programs, practices, and policies to reduce or

eliminate worker safety hazards while also promoting the well-being of

workers. To learn more about TWH, go to: Total Worker Health.

Assess the level of worker well-being in your organization prior to

implementing a new wellness program. One tool that can measure worker

well-being within ]ve domains and in a holistic manner is the: Worker Well-

Being Questionnaire (WellBQ)

Review your driver compensation practices to see if they impact crash risk.

For example, truck drivers who are paid by the load are more likely to

report sleepiness, fatigue, and crashes.

Since it is often dikcult to connect with truck drivers as they are always on

the road, create a plan to share wellness program details in a way that is

easy to understand, using a mobile app or a website.

Encourage regular health check-ups and screenings that can help identify any health issues that might a\ect a

driver’s ability to drive safely.

Check that the driver’s seat, controls, and other ergonomics are properly adjusted to minimize the risk of

musculoskeletal problems during long periods of driving.

Inform sta\ of healthy food choices at truck stops that can result in healthier eating.

Provide resources and support such as an employee assistance program for drivers to address any mental health

challenges they may face.

Employers can share the following well-being information with workers:Employers can share the following well-being information with workers:

Try to get 7–9 hours of sleep each day.

Drink water instead of sugary drinks like soda.

Increase physical activity. Regular exercise can help manage weight, reduce stress, and boost overall energy levels.

Increase intake of sources that are rich with omega-3 fatty acids, which can boost your alertness when taken

regularly.

Lose extra weight by cutting down on portion sizes and try eating a well-balanced diet.

Eat smaller meals more often during the day to help steady your blood sugar level.

Seek care for chronic medical conditions. Be aware of medication side e\ects that can impair driving.

The combination of social isolation and stress resulting from extended hours on the road can a\ect the mental well-

being of drivers. Get help from a mental health professional when necessary.
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Q&A with Sergio Rojas

Sergio Rojas has been a functional ]tness and nutrition coach for over 25 years, helping thousands of people improve

both their physical and emotional well-being. Most recently, Sergio developed an award-winning wellness program that

helped over 700 long-haul truck drivers improve their health.

https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/twh/default.html
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/twh/wellbq/
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What well-being challenges do workers face while driving on the job?What well-being challenges do workers face while driving on the job?

First and foremost, sitting for extended periods of time poses a variety of health

issues. Sitting for a period of 8 hours or longer per day signi]cantly increases our

risk for heart disease and other chronic diseases. Dr. James Levine of the Mayo

Clinic at ASU coined the statement, “sitting is the new smoking” based on the health

e\ects of sitting research. Sitting sti\ens the arteries, reduces circulation, and

weakens our muscles, bones, and joints. There is also the issue of posture. Sitting

in a car or truck for extended periods of time can cause low back pain, neck and

shoulder pain, and even leg pain.

We should consider coaching and educating those workers that spend a signi]cant

portion of their workday driving. The challenge is the food choices available to

them. It’s easy to get tempted by fast food, and other poor health choices, as there

are far more unhealthy options out on the road than healthy ones.

How does well-being impact driver safety?How does well-being impact driver safety?

Our brain function is directly impacted by our overall physical health, including our gut health, which both also strongly

impact sleep and in turn further impact our brain function. For example, processed foods and fast foods deplete our

bodies of energy, so we require more ca\eine to stay energized and focused, which is critical for driver safety. Ca\eine is

a stimulant and our bodies adapt to it, so over time, you need more and more ca\eine to get the same bene]ts.

Eventually, this disrupts our hormones, plus we end up drinking ca\eine later into the day, which both further disrupt

sleep. Additionally, processed foods and fast foods both disrupt our gut microbiome and lead to poor gut health, which is

directly connected to sleep. Add in a sedentary lifestyle, and sleep quality and quantity are compromised even further.

Getting less than 7 hours of high-quality sleep impairs our brain function and recexes by about ten percent per hour

under 7 hours of sleep. Getting less than 5 hours of quality sleep has been shown to impair brain function and recexes

similar to being legally intoxicated by alcohol.

Add in the research on the bene]ts that exercise has on the brain, and it’s truly a no-brainer that being healthier is

directly connected to driver safety. Exercise and overall health help a person to better manage stress, and less stress may

mean lower crash risk.

What can employers do to support drivers’ well-being, on and o\ the job?What can employers do to support drivers’ well-being, on and o\ the job?

It’s extremely important for employers to make health and well-being a signi]cant part of their company culture. It

doesn’t have to be overbearing or shameful; it can and needs to be done in a way that shows employees that you

genuinely care about them and their well-being. The issue is that many employers simply look at the numbers—the

return on investment—and then bring on wellness programs that often don’t stick or have impact. Employees know when

it is done simply for the dollars or when it’s genuinely about bene]ting them. It starts with asking your employees about

ways you can support them in their health journey.

The most successful wellness programs meet employees where they are, and simply support them to improve little by

little, based on what the employee wants to improve upon. It also needs to be inclusive, so that people who are currently

not in good health or ]tness don’t feel alienated or ashamed, which sadly occurs with many traditional wellness

programs. Lastly, create wellness programs that cover topics employees are interested in, which is possible when you

genuinely care and ask good questions.
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The ]ndings and conclusions in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the okcial position of the National Institute for

Occupational Safety and Health, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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