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A Different Approach to Mental Health for 
Truck Drivers and Others who Drive for Work

Discussions around mental health have become 
more open in recent years, not least because of 
events like R U OK Day. But sometimes, practical 
measures to improve our mental health are 
separated from everyday activities, making it more 
difficult for truck drivers and others whose work 
requires them to be behind the wheel to put those 
tips into practice. David Westgate takes a slightly 
different approach, incorporating practical measures 
that benefit mental health into your driving to 
benefit both at the same time.

Perhaps it’s because his insights are informed by ‘lived 
experience’, having juggled mental health issues with a 
successful professional career, but David Westgate focuses 
on practical measures that can be easily implemented to 
help those frequently on the road to stop mental health 
challenges getting the better of how they drive. 

Maintaining mental health can be a significant challenge 
for long-distance truck drivers and others who drive 
frequently or for long periods for work, such as salespeople, 
with isolation, the opportunity to ‘ruminate’ on negative 
thoughts, and the increased likelihood of being a ‘first 
responder’ common challenges.

Mental health educator David Westgate will present an 
NRSPP webinar – ‘Job at Hand: Practical Ways to Stay 
Focused (and Safe) Behind the Wheel’ – to discuss these 
issues and provide practical tips for those on the road  
to improve mental health and driving focus at the same 
time, bringing benefits to both the individual and  
their organisation.

“...a simple measure that can be 
incorporated into your daily driving 
activity, meaning it does not impact 
driver schedules or their ability to  
meet deadlines.”

http://www.nrspp.org.au

https://www.ruok.org.au/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-s-westgate/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/?events=job-at-hand-practical-ways-to-stay-focused-and-safe-behind-the-wheel
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Improved driving, improved health

David Westgate reinforces the evidence that regular and 
quality sleep is critical for our physical and mental health 
– which can be particularly difficult for long-haul truck 
drivers, for example – and that poor physical health impacts 
mental health, and vice versa. It is well established that poor 
health can impede focus, awareness and memory and can 
contribute to risky behaviour on the road.

But one area David diverts from some common discussions 
around the connection between mental health and driving 
is a simple measure that can be incorporated into your daily 
driving activity, meaning it does not impact driver schedules 
or their ability to meet deadlines: “focus on driving as well as 
you possibly can.”

“This works for anybody, not just heavy vehicle drivers, and 
it’s saying ‘alright, I’m going to spend the next 10 minutes 
driving as well as I can absolutely drive,” David said. “I’m 
going to make sure the next gear shift is perfect. I’m going 
to make sure that I take the next corner brilliantly. I’m going 
to make sure that I’m not slamming on the brakes at the last 
minute, and I’m going to drive to maximise fuel efficiency. 

“In its own way it is a form of mindfulness that you can do it 
in a driving environment, but it’s also doing so much more. 
It is clearing your mind while keeping your mind on the job. 
And the thing is that while you’re focusing on that, you don’t 
have a chance to think about ‘I’ve got problems at home’ or 
‘what did my boss think of that last thing?’ Instead, you’re 
really focussed and it’s beneficial to you, both to your health 
and what you’re actually doing – driving.

“The other thing is, if you suggest to people who drive for a 
living, whether it be in the city or out on highways, just pull 
over and spend 10 minutes on some mindfulness, they’ll 
probably say ‘yeah, but I’m on a schedule, I’m on a deadline. 
I have a meeting in the city or I’ve got to get to Adelaide 
tonight, I haven’t got time for that.’

“Now there will always be times when people hop into 
cars or trucks and drive poorly because they’re just not 
concentrating, their mind is focused somewhere else.  
The more you can really concentrate on your driving and 
think ‘I’m doing this well, I’m enjoying it’ the more habit 
forming it becomes.”
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Enjoy the drive, drive well

 “I was delivering some training a couple of hours out 
of Sydney last week and on my way home, because 
a lot of it was freeway driving, I thought ‘I’m going to 
focus on using my brakes a little as possible. I’m going 
to focus on trying to maintain a steady speed’.

“We were travelling at 100kmh or 110kmh, but 
without braking or madly accelerating, and I did that 
and I was really focussed. On one side, I still had music 
playing but on the other side I was regularly checking 
the rear view mirror to see cars coming past.

“I’ve heard about trucking companies where they pay 
bonuses for smooth driving because it saves so much 
in fuel. So I just did that and I thoroughly enjoyed  
my drive. 

“I didn’t change gears much because of the steady 
speed but when I did I made sure it was a good 
change, and this goes back to what I was saying: I was 
in the moment. But I wasn’t so far in the moment that 
I couldn’t listen to my music nor was I lost in going 
‘how did that training go today?’ because I was just 
really in the moment.

“It was great. I drove smoothly, I enjoyed the drive. 
At no time did I get angry with other people or try 
to pull out and have to do 130khm because there’s 
somebody coming up my backside. I just did the 
smoothest drive I’ve ever done.”

A Different Approach to Mental Health for Truck Drivers and Others who Drive for Work

http://www.nrspp.org.au

https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-fact-sheet-driver-sleepiness-why-is-sleep-important/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-fact-sheet-driver-sleepiness-why-is-sleep-important/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/product/heavy-vehicle-toolbox-talks-fatigue/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/product/heavy-vehicle-toolbox-talks-fatigue/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/mental-health-2/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/mental-health-2/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-quick-fact-mindfulness-and-drivers/
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No time to ruminate

The bonus of this approach, as David Westgate says, is it 
also helps to address another key mental health challenge 
of driving for long periods: the opportunity to ruminate on 
negative aspects of our lives.

“When you’re alone driving, often your mind just wanders. 
Regardless of your mental health, it’s very easy for us to have 
negative thoughts,” David continues. “It’s very easy to allow 
ourselves to run away with those thoughts and be focussed 
on those things and not the job at hand. 

“Being isolated in your vehicle gives you all that time to think 
about all the potential negative things in your life – ‘I’m not 
home a lot’ or ‘what did the boss think of that?’ – rather 
than having the ability to challenge your thoughts and not 
allow yourself to just stew away. And if you’re doing that, if 
you’re in a poor frame of mind or your upset or angry about 
something, then that directly affects your driving.

“You’re not going to be as focused, you may be more 
aggressive, and especially if you encounter regular things 
on the road – somebody cuts you off, for example – you are 
far more likely to react poorly than realising ‘my reaction is 
up to me. I can choose to get upset and ruin the rest of this 
drive’ or I can go ‘okay that was a stupid thing for them to do 
but I’m not going to allow it to ruin my day.’

A Different Approach to Mental Health for Truck Drivers and Others who Drive for Work

Opportunities for organisations, too

While improving mental health and driving practices has 
significant benefits for individuals, David Westgate also 
encourages organisations to learn more about the factors 
that contribute to poor mental health.

Supporting drivers’ mental health brings significant  
business benefits, with a focussed driver tending to be a 
safer and ‘smoother’ driver, increasing fuel efficiency and 
reducing operating costs.

“One of the big things employers or managers in the 
transport industry can do is become more educated in 
these areas, not becoming mental health experts but 
becoming more educated on basic mental health and on the 
importance of sleep and learning how to build empathy.

“Many focus on speed – I don’t mean they’re encouraging 
their drivers to speed but it’s all about ‘you get there by 
8 o’clock that night’. That can be huge for a driver. If I’m 
suddenly stuck in traffic because of a crash and I’m not going 
to make that deadline, that creates a sense of loss of control. 
I’d prefer to see companies focus on rewarding drivers who 
can drive with fuel efficiency in mind, for example.

“And remember their vehicle is their workplace, and that 
workplace is a confined space and monotonous. It’s not like 
sitting in an office and we can just get up and go have a chat 
to so and so. You’re just stuck there, doing the same thing.

“I think one of the biggest things, if companies could get to 
the point, is adding time to everyone’s run. Instead of saying 
we want it faster, say to your drivers ‘we want you to take 
half an hour, get out of your truck, go for a walk, spend some 
time having a coffee or whatever you want’.

“Show your drivers they are more than just a mechanism 
that can drive a car or a truck to get to this appointment or 
that deadline. They are appreciated for the important work 
they do.”

Click here to register for the ‘Job at Hand: Practical Ways to 
Stay Focused (and Safe) Behind the Wheel’ NRSPP webinar 
on 14 September 2022.
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“Show your drivers they are more than 
just a mechanism that can drive a car 
or a truck to get to this appointment or 
that deadline. They are appreciated for 
the important work they do”

http://www.nrspp.org.au

https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-quick-fact-mental-health-in-the-transport-industry/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-qa-are-there-business-and-safety-benefits-from-eco-safe-driving/
https://www.nrspp.org.au/resources/nrspp-qa-are-there-business-and-safety-benefits-from-eco-safe-driving/
https://monash.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_vsPWjMnYQK6bLENeIlzF4g

