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Why do lorry drivers measure way above the  
national averages for depression? 

2017 systematic review by the 
Transport Research Laboratory 
highlighted a bi-directional link 

between driving and mental health: driving 
affects mental health and mental health 
affects driving. 

According to mental health charity Mind, 
3% of the UK population are currently 
diagnosed with depression, but in studies 
of lorry drivers in the USA, Brazil and 
Australia, respondents measured way 
above their respective national averages 
for depression – for example, in the USA, 
the average prevalence among the public 
is 4.8%, whilst for HGV drivers that figure 
jumps to 26.9%. 

Let us consider three key elements that 
feed into this mental health perfect storm 
within the HGV driver community. 

Life on the road 

First, the most obvious one, the job itself. 
Numerous elements in the role of an HGV 
driver may impact on their emotional 
wellbeing: 

• Lack of choice about how they perform 

their role (very restricted) 

• Time pressures 

• Isolation 

• Road conditions (weather, congestion) 

• Other road-users 

• Disrupted sleep patterns (unsociable 

hours, shift work) 

• High demand for constant alertness 

• Monotony 

• Long hours 

• Tight schedules 

• Job competition (due to casualisation) 

• Low job security 

Boys will be boys 

Next up, HGV drivers are mostly male  
and many are in a certain age range.  
The logistics sector itself is 95% male. 
According to a 2019 FTA survey, the 
average age of HGV drivers in the UK is  
48, meaning there are plenty of a slightly 
older age group, and very few below 25. 

What does this mean when it comes to 
mental health? Consider Rudyard Kipling’s 
1895 poem If, and William Ernest Henley’s 
Invictus published in 1888, two literary 
examples of Victorian era stoicism, an era 
that viewed talk of feelings as improper. 
Those messages filter through 
generations, and the famous stiff upper lip 
would still have been alive and well among 
those raising children in the decades 
following the Second World War. 

Many of us grew up believing men should 
be strong not weak, that boys should not 
show weakness, and that showing strength 
is what ‘real men’ do. Some of us move 
into our adult lives believing that to show 
signs of struggle is to show signs of 
weakness, somehow pathetic. ‘Pathetic’ is 
unacceptable for most men, so sometimes 
bottling it up becomes the default, but 
eventually that bottle becomes full and 
uncomfortable to bear. Some of us look  
for ways to avoid confronting those 
uncomfortable feelings or shutting them 
out, as to tell someone about them is to 
admit weakness. 

In previously mentioned Brazilian study, 
48.3% of the HGV drivers admitted to 
consuming alcohol during working hours, 
and 35% to using stimulants. Perhaps the 
alcohol helps the drivers change how they 
feel. Perhaps the stimulants help them feel 
more focused after a cycle of poor sleep 
due to the alcohol, or maybe it simply aids 
extended periods of concentration. 

Lose the labels 

A third factor in this problem could be  
how talk about mental health as a society. 
With psychiatric labels such as ‘anxiety’, 
‘depression’ and ‘PTSD’ having firmly 
established themselves as part of our 
national lexicon, rather than making HGV 
drivers feel comfortable seeking support, 
could this be turning them away? Could 
interacting with those labels feel like an 
admission of being broken, or even worse 
weak or pathetic in the minds of drivers? 

There is evidence that well-meaning  
anti-stigma campaigns aimed at 
encouraging people to speak up about 
their mental health, by viewing their 
psychological problems in the same vein 
as physical problems are turning off the 
very people who need to engage with 
support. Dr John Read, University of East 
London, and Dr Eleanor Longden, Greater 
Manchester NHS Mental Health Trust, 
carried out a summary of the research into 
mental health anti-stigma campaigns and 
found some surprising results. They stated: 
‘While anti-stigma initiatives based on the 
“mental illness is an illness like any other” 
approach are well intentioned, there is 
substantial evidence that they are not  
only ineffective, but can actually increase 
attributions of dangerousness, and a  
desire for social distance.’ 

     Mental health issues can impact the bottom line  
of businesses
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Their research paper hints at the idea that 
framing our struggles in the context of 
everyday problems, rather than reducing 
them to biological concepts and labels 
might be the more effective way of 
reducing negative stereotypes about 
mental health. This seems logical, as there 
is no shame in admitting to having life 
problems, whereas admitting to having  
a psychiatric label might be an 
uncomfortable step too far towards 
perceived weakness for some. 

Old habits die hard 

It is easy to see how this perfect storm  
has wreaked havoc on the HGV driver 
population, a storm that leads to 
emotional avoidance outlets being chosen 
by many that can have the unintended 
consequences of putting lives and 
company reputations at risk. The 
Australian study mentioned earlier, linked 
severe depression to increased odds for 
being involved in an accident or near miss 
in the past 28 days (akin to driving with a 
blood alcohol content of about 0.08% and 
added that this: ‘overall equates to 10,950 
HGV drivers with an increased statistical 
risk of an accident or near miss’. 

When we place all three of these factors 
on the table – the day-to-day challenges 
of being a lorry driver, male beliefs about 
weakness, and the psychiatric explanatory 
frameworks that permeate modern culture 
– it points to the need to look for more 
nuanced solutions, interventions that give 
drivers more choice about how they get 
the job done, support infrastructures that 
understand drivers as individuals within 
their own unique life context, and tactfully 
challenge their individual beliefs and ideas 
about masculinity, mental health and how 
to deal with life’s challenges. 

A daily existence that lacks choice and is 
framed through unproductive beliefs 
about mental health and how to manage 
struggle is a recipe for distress: distress 
that can impact the bottom line of 
businesses in terms of daily absence cover, 
recruitment costs, accident insurance 
premiums and potential reputational harm 
due to media coverage of accidents.

     Lorry drivers in the USA, Brazil and Australia measured way 
above their respective national averages for depression 
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      Driving affects mental 
health and mental health  
affects driving.
‘ ‘

      A perfect storm has 
wreaked havoc on the HGV 
driver population.
‘ ‘

     More must be done to offer support to HGV drivers 


