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Introduction

Statistics show that a large proportion of road casualties are accounted 
for by people driving for work. Figures provided by the UK Department for 
Transport in 2012 show that at least one in three (31%) fatal crashes and one 
in four (26%) serious injury crashes involve someone driving for work. 
Time-related demands are a serious problem for people driving for work and 
associated with higher stress levels and near-accidents (Elfering, Grebner, & 
Haller, 2012). 

Feeling under time pressure can arise in the absence of any time constraints, 
due to personal preferences to be on time. For those who are time urgent, 
deadlines and pressures can be magnified and can cause greater stress. 
Drivers may become impatient with delays and schedule too many 
appointments or the organization may place unreasonable demands on the 
driver. 

This white paper provides an overview of time pressure as one of the 
main influences on driver behaviour at work. In particular, it will focus on 
explanations for the relationship between time pressure, driver stress, 
performance and crashes. Next, the paper will turn to what can be done to 
mitigate the risk from a behavioural and organisational perspective. 
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Time Pressure Explained

Effects on Stress and Performance
Time pressure then refers to the (perceived) 
lack of time to complete job-related tasks and 
can be an indicator of workload. Fleet drivers tend 
to put excessive focus on work-related matters and 
this influences behaviour at several different levels. Driving 
a vehicle is predominantly a visual task and studies have shown that visual 
gaze is narrowed when driving at speed under high task demands and time 
pressure (Rogers et al, 2005). McKenna (2005) also reported that 33% of 9470 
surveyed speeding offenders indicated that they were in a hurry at the time 
of their speeding offence. 

Rendon-Valez et al (2016) found that under time pressure compared with 
no time pressure, drivers drove significantly faster and adopted scenario-
specific coping strategies such as driving towards the centre of the lane 
during car following, presumably to facilitate a better view of the road ahead 
when driving at speed. When under time pressure, drivers tend to take risks 
leading to traffic violations and unsafe driving (Fuller et al., 2009; McKenna, 
2008). The likelihood of aggressive driving, such as cutting up other vehicles, 
honking or overtaking other vehicles on the hard shoulder is also greater 
when time is short (Shinar & Compton, 2004). 

For the driver running late on a delivery or for a meeting, time pressure tends 
to impose distracting internal stimuli. It is not so much that time pressure 
always leads to risk taking, rather it is how the fleet driver perceives and 
appraises the situation. The driver may withdraw attentional resources from 
the driving task and choose to focus their attention on internal thoughts and 
worries about the repercussions of being late. Processing these concerns 
can interfere with driving performance and lead to riskier decisions. It is worry 
about the consequences of being late rather than the emotional arousal of 
the stressful situation which is more predictive of performance impairment 
(Mueller, 1992).

Our research has shown that professional drivers are motivated to be on time 
to avoid inconveniencing fellow drivers who may have to take up the slack 
if others are running late (Dorn, 2012). Drivers may also use less effective 
emotion-focused coping strategies to deal with time pressure, and this 
can impair driving performance (Dorn et al., 2010). We have also conducted 
research on the different types of reasons for being held up in traffic and 
found that impatience in response to time pressure depends on the nature 
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of the event. For example, waiting for an old person to cross the road had a 
less pronounced effect on impatience than an inconsiderate driver unloading 
their van (Naveteur,et al, 2013). 

Perceived threats when under time pressure 
•  The threat of being late for a customer leading to a complaint to the  
 company 
•  The threat of being unable to fulfil a demanding schedule leading to a 
 reprimand from a manager 
•  The threat of being unable to get home on time and the harmful 
 repercussions on personal and social life
•  The threat of being late back to base and inconveniencing other drivers on 
 the next shift leading to arguments with colleagues at work
•  The threat to self, criticising oneself for being disorganized and letting 
 oneself down

Driver Well-Being and Time Pressure
Threat is attributed not just to the external stimuli such as when other road 
users get too close or drive unpredictably, but also to internal thoughts 
and bodily sensations which intrude into consciousness, seemingly 
autonomously. This means that time pressure is also detrimental to a drivers’ 
well-being as high job demands are accompanied by stress and strain. This 
is especially the case when drivers are routinely required to drive under time 
pressure over an extended period of time. Studies measuring physiological 
responses to time pressure have shown increased heart rates when 
participants drove as fast as possible compared to driving as accurately as 
possible (Cnossen et al, 2000). Rendon-Valez et al (2016) found that under 
time pressure drivers showed an increased heart rate and respiration rate, 
increased pupil diameter and reduced blink rate. However, they also report 
large individual differences with some drivers being particularly badly 
affected by time pressure. 

Organisational Factors and Time Pressure
Traditionally, interventions to reduce work-related crashes have focused on 
the individual driver based on the notion that safe driving at work depends 
on an individual driver’s compliance with safety procedures. However, 
the social and organisational context at work shapes the driver’s beliefs, 
attitudes, and behaviours (Wills et al, 2009). Poor safety climate is associated 
with increased levels of time pressure (Silla and Gamero, 2018). 

A safe work environment not only depends on individual compliance 
with safety procedures, but on all hierarchical levels within a workplace 
understanding the potential risks, anticipating safety threats, showing 
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concern for the safety of others, and contributing to safety improvements 
within the organisation. Leadership also has a major influence on safety 
outcomes with leaders that play a pivotal role in creating a context where 
safety is valued showing lower levels of crash involvement (Newnam et al, 
2008). A leader’s concern for a driver has also been found to be linked with 
safe driver behaviour (Newnam et al, 2012).

The Transactional Model and Driver Personality
The stress-prone driver pre-attentively processes signals that the world 
is a threatening place and the outcome in terms of safe or unsafe driving 
performance also depends to a large extent on the success or failure of 
coping efforts employed by the fleet driver to cope with the demands. 
Therefore, time urgency can be imposed on both by a driver’s work 
demands and/or the driver’s own personality factors. The transactional 
model of driver stress (Matthews, 2002) states that stress arises out of 
dynamic transactions or encounters between the driver and environmental 
factors. 
 
Development of the transaction depends on how the driver appraises the 
encounter and their choice of coping strategies. Here, the outcome in terms 
of a driver’s emotions and driving performance is dependent on whether 
the demands of the driving task are appraised as exceeding the driver’s 
capabilities and coping resources. Drivers differ in their predisposition 
towards responding to time pressure - what may be stressful to one person 
may be appraised as acceptable by another. 

For example, traffic congestion may be more stressful if: (1) the driver is 
generally prone to becoming annoyed, anxious or stressed about being late 
(personality), (2) congestion (environmental factors) is threatening the driver’s 
current goal of arriving on time. A typical transaction might include a driver 
with aggressive personality characteristics in the context of a traffic jam 
leading to angry stress response to time pressure and unsafe driving.

From the transactional perspective, at risk driving in response to time 
pressure will be dependent on the coping strategies adopted. Drivers may 
choose coping strategies - some of which are effective and some of which 
are ineffective and direct them either towards changing internal feelings 
(positively or negatively) or towards positively influencing the external 
environment such as changing routes to avoid heavy traffic. 

Being able to identify those drivers that are less vulnerable to driver 
stress has been found to be an effective fleet risk management approach 
pioneered by DriverMetrics®.
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Identifying Vulnerable Fleet Drivers 
Research has shown that not all drivers are at equal risk of being involved 
in a crash.  A relatively small percentage (between 10-30% depending on 
the nature of the organization and the characteristics of their fleet) are 
responsible for a significant number of at-work crashes (Wahlberg and Dorn, 
2009). Safety measures are most effective when directed at high risk targets, 
and the identification of risk factors should be central to the development 
of effective countermeasures and interventions. In the absence of an 
intervention to address these risk taking behaviours, drivers may develop 
biased beliefs about risk, especially when risk taking leads to a benefit such 
as getting to a destination quicker. Rendon-Valez et al (2016) report large 
individual differences with some drivers being particularly badly affected 
by time pressure in terms of their physiological responses and driving 
performance. That’s why it’s important to assess individual differences in 
response to stress using the Fleet Driver Risk IndexTM.

The risk factors identified by the Fleet Driver Risk IndexTM are:

Situational Risk Factors 
• Age     • Annual Mileage   • Driving Hours  
• Driving Experience   • Licence Status   • Crash History 

Behavioural Risk Factors 
• Work Related Risk   • Aggression    • Driving Anxiety
• Driving Excitement   • Hazard Monitoring   • Driving Fatigue  
 
Coping Risk Factors 
• Confrontation   • Driving Focus  
• Self-Evaluation   • Driving Concerns

The Fleet Driver Risk IndexTM is the most scientifically 

validated tool for assessing high risk driver behaviours. 

An online assessment that identifies the specific risk 

factors for individual drivers, it takes just 20 minutes to 

complete, with each driver receiving a 6 page report 

that summarises the results and provides tailored 

advice on reducing risk. The Fleet Driver Risk IndexTM is 

benchmarked and translated for use in 40+ countries 

and is used globally by leading fleets, such as Shell and 

Unilever.
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DriverMetrics® 
Interventions

Group Discussion Interventions
An intervention that aims to raise safety 
consciousness and thereby bring about behavioural 
change is the use of group discussions among employees. 
The theory that group decisions can be a force for behavioural change 
was first proposed in 1947 by Kurt Lewin, one of the founding fathers 
of Social Psychology. Lewin described group dynamics as the way that 
groups and individuals act and react to changing circumstances. Lewin 
explained that group-based decisions are influenced according to a group 
member’s personal characteristics and how he/she interacts with the 
environmental factors of the group, its members, and the situation in order 
to elicit behavioural change. He believed that when a group is established 
it becomes a unified system that cannot be understood by evaluating 
members individually. Many professions (e.g., business and industry, clinical/
counselling, sports etc.) rely on Lewin’s theory and the specific mechanisms 
he identifies to bring about positive change through group discussions. 

Gregersen et al, (1996) was the first to use the group participative approach 
for improving fleet crash involvement rates. Group discussion was one of four 
interventions in a randomised control trial aimed at creating insight about 
risks in traffic and about the driver’s own limitations. The results showed that 
group discussions were the most successful of four interventions, with a 
statistically significant reduction in crash rates of 56% in the two years after 
the intervention was introduced. 
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DriverMetrics® uses the group discussion intervention 

method through its ‘Insight into ActionTM’ workshop format, 

to bring about a positive change in driver behaviour by 

generating ideas on how to improve driver safety within 

each company. Here, fleet drivers participate in small 

group discussions about work problems, and then make 

decisions about a safer driving style and how to resolve 

them, including a plan and commitment to action.
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eLearning Interventions
Given that many crashes are caused by deliberate 
violations, risk-taking behaviour and simple errors of 
perception or judgement, regular reminders can ‘nudge’ or 
prompt drivers to perform positive actions and promote safety at work. 
One way to encourage active learning and develop competencies about 
personal risks in a cost effective way is with the use of eLearning modules. 
Online modules delivered throughout the year at regular intervals, provide 
information and feedback on key elements of fleet risks. Well-designed 
modules enable managers to deliver a standardised, best practice approach 
to intervention; regardless of where drivers are based.

It also allows drivers to learn at their own pace. This means that online 
training can extend the learning period after other interventions such as 
group discussions or in-vehicle training to regularly reinforce key messages 
over a longer period of time. At the end of each online module, the fleet 
driver is required to sit an online assessment to check for learning. This 
means that online training can address a company’s duty of care as well as 
provide an audit trail to ensure compliance. 

DriverMetrics® suite of eLearning modules require that 

the driver reflects on his or her behaviour and develops 

new strategies to cope with the demands of driving for 

work by presenting a typical work related driving scenario. 

Feedback on the driver’s responses to the scenario is 

provided to reinforce learning. 
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Conclusion

In the last decade or so, fleet companies have 
shifted from single to multiple interventions to 
improve fleet safety in the workplace. A single 
reactive approach is likely to miss important 
factors that contribute to work related road safety. 
A company should consider tackling the fleet safety problem by adopting 
several different interventions including a risk assessment, group workshops, 
coaching, telematics feedback, communications and possibly even 
in-vehicle training if there is evidence that driving skills need refreshing and 
improving. 

This approach will help to develop a positive safety climate over the longer 
term and according to many case studies, have a major effect on fleet 
safety. Positive safety climate policies and practices guide managers and 
employees to value safety above other organizational goals. A company 
with a positive safety climate would ensure that time pressure at the 
psychological level of the individual is addressed. 

Recommendations 
Encourage your workforce to respond appropriately to time pressure by:- 

• Ensuring they understand that safety takes priority as part of induction and  
 ongoing training

• Focusing your driver coaching towards identifying the triggers that lead to  
 worry about being late 

• Setting achievable targets

• Making sure that they take breaks even when under pressure, especially 
 on long journeys
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• Making sure that they accept that sometimes heavy traffic and unexpected  
 delays can occur and to plan for this

• Monitoring those drivers with speeding exception reports via telematics  
 and direct towards driver coaching

• Planning the route to avoid roadworks and heavy traffic when possible

• Pulling over when it’s safe to do so and contacting supervisors or 
 customers to let them know they are running late

• Planning some extra time for possible delays into the schedule when   
 possible.

• Avoiding the use of sanctions for being late 

• Reviewing time schedules to make sure they are realistic

• As part of your communication programme, explain that arriving late AND  
 stressed means drivers will be less able to deal with customers and clients 

• As part of your induction and training programme, make sure that your  
 drivers understand that stress leads to a greater risk of crash involvement

• As a leader within the company, making sure that you lead by example  
 and show concern for your driver’s well being
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