
Tool Box Talk No.8 
Facilitator’s Notes 

Mental Illness 
and Driving 

This briefing covers important information about mental illness including: 
• how mental illness affects driving; and 
• how mental illness can be treated and managed. 
It is designed to complement the Mental Fitness Tool Box Talk (No 9). 

B. DURATION 

1. 20% of Australians will experience some form of mental illness at some stage in 
their lives. 

2. Mental illness (such as depression, anxiety, panic attacks, etc) can result in 
significant changes to behaviour.  Untreated this can increase the risk of a crash.  

3. In many cases mental illness can be treated so that people can continue to drive safely.  Early 
diagnosis is important. 

4. Drugs can contribute to mental health problems. 
5. Know the signs of mental illness and stress and, if something is not quite right, speak to your 

doctor or call a confidential helpline. 

• FACT SHEET – Mental Illness and Driving. 
• Information Supplement, The Effects of Drugs. 
• Power Point presentation. 
• Other health organisation resources such as brochures and posters are also 

available.  Recommended are SANE Australia’s brochures – “When something is 
not quite right” and “When sadness won’t go away”.  

 

A. OVERVIEW 

10 - 20 minutes 

C. KEY MESSAGES 

D. HANDOUTS AND RESOURCES 
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1. Mental Illness - when something is not quite right 

Mental illness affects around 20% of Australians at some time in their lives.  Anxiety disorders and 
depression are the most common mental illnesses.  It is estimated that 10% of Australians suffer 
anxiety at any one time.  Other conditions include: 
• schizophrenia; 
• bipolar disorders; and 
• eating disorders. 

Unfortunately many people don’t know that mental illness can be effectively treated.  The important 
thing is to seek help early. 

Mental illness can result in significant changes to behaviour.  If untreated this can increase the risk of 
a crash by affecting concentration, decision-making and various other important aspects of the driving 
task.   

Stress can also affect safe driving ability.  In one study, half of drivers who were involved in fatal 
crashes had experienced stress from either work or relationships (eg divorce), in the12 months before 
the crash.  

2. How does mental illness affect driving? 

If mental illness is well managed you can continue to drive.  In some cases a ‘conditional licence’ may 
be granted which may require regular reviews with a psychiatrist and/or prescribed medication. 

3. Can you still drive if you have a mental illness? 

E. CONTENT 

4. What are the signs of anxiety or depression? 

Everyone feels sad or worried sometimes.  But if these feeling go on for more than a few weeks, or 
they start to interfere with your life, talk to a doctor about it.  Because it doesn’t have to be like that. 

If you feel sad or worried for more than a few weeks, this might be because you have depression or 
an anxiety disorder.  A doctor can help treat this, so you feel better again. 

Tell the doctor if anything on this checklist describes how you feel or act: 

Feel unusually sad or worried for more than two 
weeks. 
Lose interest in things you usually enjoy. 
Feel guilty for no real reason. 
Think you are worthless. 
Are so worried sometimes you feel shaky or have 
difficulty breathing. 
Feel it wouldn’t matter if you died. 
Abuse drugs or alcohol. 
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5. Are you worried about someone whose behaviour has changed? 

If someone you know has become confused, avoids people, or developed strange ideas not 
shared by others, then it’s important they talk to a doctor to get help.   

Encourage someone to see a doctor if anything on this checklist describes how they feel or act: 

Stop talking to family and friends. 
Become afraid or suspicious for no reason. 
Sleep poorly or often be awake all night. 
Develop strange ideas. 
Hear voices no one else can hear. 
Feel they have special powers. 
Have difficulty concentrating. 
Say or write things that don’t make sense. 

Also: 
• You can encourage them to contact one of the helplines i.e. SANE Helpline, Lifeline or Mensline; 
• You can talk things over when you both feel calm and when you feel the person is likely to be 

cooperative - be careful not to judge them;  
• If the person does not seek support, you can call one of the helplines to find out what is the next 

best action to take.  

For immediate help in a crisis situation (such as threatened suicide), ring the police or ambulance 
service on 000.  

6. What about drugs and mental illness? 

Does anyone know how drugs can affect your mental 
health?   

 
Some drugs can cause mental health problems or can increase your 
risk of developing a mental illness. 
The effects may be due directly to the drugs (e.g. causing psychosis or 
paranoia). 
Drug use and mis-use can also interfere with work performance and 
contribute to family and relationship problems, which can in turn effect 
your mental health. 
Whilst drugs might make you feel better in the short term, they are not 
an answer to mental health problems and are likely to make treatment 
more difficult. 

See Information Supplement on ‘The Effects of Drugs’ for more 
information. 

? 
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Most mental illness can be effectively treated, often with a combination of medication, 
psychological treatment and support programs.  Early diagnosis is important for effective treatment.  
There is also a better chance that the person will keep friends and maintain good relationships 
with their family if they are treated early. 

Other important aspects of both treatment and prevention of mental illness include: 
• Avoiding non-prescribed drug use e.g. speed, marijuana and excessive alcohol. 
• Being aware of the effects of stress and developing a plan for managing it. 
• Maintaining good physical health - poor physical health will impact on mental health so eating well, 

sleeping well, and getting some regular exercise is important (see also Tool Box Talk 6, Healthy 
Food Choices, and Tool Box Talk 7, Be Active Everyday). 

• Know your limitations and get help when you need it - from family, mates or your employer. 
• Be aware of the signs of mental illness and don't be afraid to go to your doctor and talk about it. If 

you don't know a doctor or don't feel comfortable with the one you usually see, ask around - 
personal recommendation can be valuable.  

Tool Box Talk 9 on Mental Fitness also contains information about managing mental health. 

8. For more information 

Contact: 
• Your local doctor - they can make an initial assessment and recommend anyone else you should 

be in contact with e.g. referral to a psychiatrist, psychologist. 
• SANE Helpline 1800 688 382 (9am-5pm EST) or online www.sane.org. 
• Mensline: 24 hr counselling service on relationship issues 1300 78 99 78 

www.menslineaus.org.au. 
• Beyond Blue: information on depression www.beyondblue.org.au. 
• Australian Drug Foundation  www.adf.org.au. 

The front pages of your local phone book also include contacts for services in 
your State or Territory, including suicide helplines, counselling services, gambler’s 
helpline, drug and alcohol counselling such as Narcotics/Alcoholics Anonymous 
or Alcohol and Drug Information Service. 

This resource has been produced with input from SANE Australia 

Looking after your health is like looking after your vehicle - regular care 
and maintenance pays off in the long run 

For more information see www.ntc.gov.au 

The Driving and Your Health Campaign is supported by: 

7. Can mental illness be treated? 

 


