Selecting and Training Employees for Driving Company Vehicles

 The Keys to a “Best in Class” Fleet Safety Program
Believe it or not, motor vehicle accidents are the leading cause of employee deaths and injuries in the workplace—and have been for the past several years. It was not too long ago that motor vehicle fatalities were not even in the Top Five causes of fatalities in the workplace.  

Traditional workplace activities such as slips and falls, fires and explosions, and contact with objects and equipment were always among the leaders in this area. Workplace violence began to appear on the list in the past decade as a new factor.  However, all of these tragic events have been supplanted by transportation related incidents, which accounted for 43% of all fatal occupational injuries in 2005—Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). (Figure 1.). This figure represents more than the next three categories combined.
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    Figure 1.- BLS - 2005

Motor vehicle accidents, both on and off the job, have far-reaching financial and psychological effects on employers, employees, co-workers, and affected family members. Developing and maintaining a comprehensive fleet safety program should be a vital part of your company’s safety culture. Your program must work to keep employees, and those with whom they share the road with, safe.  

The program must include efforts to change driver attitudes, improve behavior, and increase skills to build a safe culture within your organization. By instructing your employees in safe driving practices you will help your company avoid unnecessary tragedy. The needs for a fleet safety program are very simple:

· To save lives and to reduce the risk of life-altering injuries within your workplace.

· To protect your organization’s human and financial resources.

· To guard against potential company and personal liabilities associated with crashes involving employees driving company owned or leased vehicles on company business.

“Best in Class” Fleet Safety Program Components

The following 10-Step Program was developed by the Network of Employers for Traffic Safety (NETS). Implementing and following these steps will help protect your employees and keep your company’s vehicle insurance costs as low as possible. This article will focus on only driver selection and training. Additional information is available by contacting the author.

1. Senior Management Commitment and Employee Involvement

2. Written Fleet Safety Policies and Procedures

3. Driver Agreements

4. Motor Vehicle Record (MVR) Checks

5. Timely Accident Reporting and Investigation

6. Vehicle Selection, Maintenance and Inspections

7. A Disciplinary Action Process

8. Safe Driver Rewards and Incentives

9. Driver Safety Training and Communications

10. Regulatory Compliance

Driver Selection and Agreements

A thorough examination of driving records of all potential new hires and employees who drive company vehicles is an important component of your fleet safety program. Establishing this process is often contracted out to a third-party provider. A company must screen out drivers who have poor driving records since they are most likely to cause problems and have accidents in the future. A Motor Vehicle Record (MVR) should be obtained and reviewed prior to hire, as well as periodically thereafter, to ensure that your drivers maintain an acceptable driving record. Your program must clearly define the number of violations an employee can have, and the related point values for each, before losing the privilege of driving a company vehicle. Loss of this privilege can also result in termination for an inability to perform an employee’s job function—this is particularly true in sales organizations.

Employers should also establish a contract with all employees who drive company owned or leased vehicles.  By signing an agreement, employees acknowledge their awareness and understanding of your company’s fleet safety program, including its requirements and expectations regarding driver performance, following vehicle maintenance, and timely reporting of accidents and moving violations.

Below is a sample criterion that could be used to screen both new hires and employees.

	Unacceptable Driving History

	Currently suspended license due to moving violations.

2 or more moving violations in the past 24 months.

2 or more preventable accidents in the past 24 months.

Gross or willful negligence* within the past 24 months.




Table A.  New Hire Driving Record Acceptability Criteria

*Includes, but not limited to, DUI/DWI, felony while driving, falsifying driving records, leaving the scene of an accident and allowing unauthorized person to operate company vehicles. 

	Risk Level 1
	Risk Level 2
	Risk Level 3

	Current Valid License.

Less than 5 points** in the last 12 months.

Less than 8 points in the last 24 months.

Less than 12 points in the last 36 months.


	Between 5 and 7 points in a 12 month period.

Between 8 and 11 points in a 24 month period.

Between 12 and 14 points in a 36 month period.


	8 or more points in a 12 month period.

12 or more points in a 24 month period.

15 or more points in a 36 month period.

Gross or willful negligence.

Suspended license for moving violation and/or DUI/DWI**.




**  Point values may differ from state to state.  An internal system should be established to include a standardized interpretation.

***Driving Under the Influence/Driving While Intoxicated.

Table B.  Existing Employee Driving Record Acceptability Criteria

The proper amount of care and planning used in selecting and retaining employee drivers will have a definite affect on your bottom line regarding preventable accidents and unnecessary loses. It is very important to take the time to identify and eliminate unsuitable drivers from your fleet safety program.

Driver Safety Training and Communications

Providing continuous and comprehensive driver safety training and communications are vital to a successful fleet safety program. Even experienced drivers benefit from periodic training and reminders of safe driving practices and skills. Statistics show that drivers under the age of 25, especially males, including those who drive company vehicles, and un-trained employee drivers of any age are the two most likely groups to have a preventable motor vehicle accident. 

Further, employees are most susceptible to having an accident during the first 5 years of their employment (Figure 2.). All of these underscore the criticality of providing training to employees as soon as possible, especially the younger, entry-level drivers.
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Figure 2. U.S based multi-national pharmaceutical company - 2004

There are several components to driver safety training to consider when developing your company’s specific program. These include initial training for new hires, refresher training for all drivers, risk-level change training, training for authorized non-employee drivers and manager training for employee observation rides.

Initial Training

New employee drivers should receive formal safety training as soon as possible and preferably before being issued a vehicle, including program requirements, the company fleet service program and behind the wheel instruction. There may be extenuating circumstances where this preferred timing is not possible. If that is the case, the new hires manager should provide some form of documentation.

Annual Refresher Training

Refresher safety training should be provided to each employee driver at least annually. Ideally, it should be either behind the wheel training or another type which allows the driver to experience the same types of situations that they will find themselves in during the course of both normal and emergency driving situations. 

There are several types of non-traditional, hands-on training programs available. These include web-based, desktop and driver simulation training. Of the three, the recent immergence of commercial driver safety simulation training clearly offers the most realistic options and scenarios. 

The leading company in this industry is Virtual Driver Interactive (www.driverinteractive.com). Its product includes the latest in technology and graphics, an un-biased instructor, a low stress environment and it only reinforces “good” driving habits, not a criticism of “bad” driving habits. The technology includes immersive graphics, realism and relativistic clues for accelerated learning. A multitude of driving scenarios offer a variety of weather conditions, various types of road conditions, a mixture of rural and urban environments, and numerous unexpected hazards and emergency situations.   

Further, the virtual trainer uses actual car parts and components to lend another dimension of practicality and the iPASS™ assessment system offers accurate and documented training records. Most importantly, course completion includes a certification of completion of the National Safety Council’s DDC 6/8 Defensive Driving Course.  

The advantages of simulation training over traditional classroom training in the Learning Pyramid are illustrated below in Figure 3.
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                              Figure 3. – National Training Laboratories - 2006

Risk-Level Changes

Drivers whose driving record has resulted in a risk-level (RL) change from RL-1 to either RL-2 or 3 (see Table B.) should receive additional training as soon as possible. This supplemental training should be at the drivers expense and not used as a substitute for regularly scheduled training. Either traditional behind the wheel training or simulation training is ideal for this type of requirement. Generally, this should also include a documented Manager’s Observation Ride prior to returning to normal job duties (see below).

Non-Employee Drivers

All non-employees who are authorized to operate a company vehicle should have completed a supplemental driver education program as outlined above and provide the company with a certification of completion prior to being allowed to operate a company vehicle.

Manager’s Observation Ride

All managers should conduct an annual (at the very least), documented road observation ride of all drivers under their supervision to ensure they comply with company procedures. This should include an observation of vehicle inspection, vehicle operation and the driver’s safety attitude.  

Other circumstances may require a more frequent Manager’s Observation Ride, including a risk-level change, involvement in a preventable accident and a return to driving duty after an extended absence due to personal injury or illness, maternity leave, etc. Training in the planning and conduct of the ride must be provided to managers in order to present the necessary tools and insights into the objective of this program.

Communications

On-going safe driving communications are an important part of the overall fleet safety program. Driver safety materials for this element can include DVDs, videos, audio-cassettes, Web-based information via the company intranet, e-mails, specially produced booklets and newsletters. Specific information might include the company policy on seat belt usage, cellular phones and other types of distractions while driving. All drivers should be required to familiarize themselves with the company fleet safety communication materials.

There are several keys to success for driver safety training and communications: employee buy-in, conducting the training at the right time and place, providing hands-on options in a non-threatening environment, and including all the critical teaching points specific to your company—these can typically be best identified through a detail loss analysis with your provider or carrier.

The Financial Impact on Your Company’s Bottom Line

It is estimated that motor vehicle crashes cost employers more than $60 billion annually in medical care, legal expenses, property damage and lost productivity. They also have an adverse impact on the cost of benefits such as workers’ compensation, social security benefits, and private health and disability insurance. In addition, they can also increase a company’s overhead involved in administering these programs.

According to a U.S. based multi-national pharmaceutical company, the average motor vehicle accident cost an average of $16,000 in 2004. When an employee had a work-related motor vehicle accident that resulted in an injury, the cost to the company increased to an average of $74,000. Costs can exceed $500,000 when a fatality is involved. Off-the-job motor vehicle accidents are costly to employers as well.

Looking Ahead

On February 15, 2006 the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) approved its guideline document, ANSI Z15.1. - Safe Practices for Motor Vehicle Operations. The effective date was April 28, 2006. This non-prescriptive guideline document contains seven primary elements and several appendixes. 

The elements include the Scope, Terminology, Leadership Responsibilities, Operational Issues, Driver Management, Vehicle Selection and Recordkeeping. The appendixes include a sample procedure and various sample accident policies.  

While this is a breakthrough in fleet safety management and considered a national consensus standard, it is not civil law and there are no penalties for non-compliance.

Needless to say, responsible companies should embrace this standard and use it as a model to enhance their fleet safety program and protect their employees and assets. Other regulatory related activities to be aware of and include in your fleet safety program are the mandatory use of seat belts in most states and the various state laws on the use of cellular phones. An effective fleet safety program should include all of the various state and local regulations in the geographic areas that your company is involved in.

Summary

Work related motor vehicle accidents are largely preventable. No company can afford to ignore a major program that has such serious impacts on both their personnel and the company budget. When a company realizes the costs associated with motor vehicle accidents it will also realize that the costs associated with implementing a comprehensive fleet safety program are minimal compared to the cost of avoidable accidents. Developing a fleet safety program which includes aggressive driver selection and comprehensive training are key elements to success in preventing unnecessary—and costly—accidents.

A recent report by a major insurance company revealed that companies surveyed in its Executive Survey of Workplace Safety believe their companies receive a return-on-investment (ROI) of $3.00 or more for every $1.00 they spend on improving workplace safety. Those are numbers all companies can relate to when it comes to protecting their employees.
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