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Recreational drug use is  
incredibly common around the 
world and it very often leads 

to disaster and crime. 
www.LiveDrugFree.org 
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 Drugged Driving 

 
Drugged driving includes the use of many legal 
and illegal substances such as marijuana, PCP, 
cocaine, methamphetamine, heroin, tranquilizers, 
cough medicines, decongestants, and others.  
Certain prescription drugs, some over-the-counter 
medications, and all illegal drugs can affect a  
person’s ability to drive safely due to decreased 
alertness, concentration, coordination, and reaction 
time. 
 
Drugged driving results in the needless deaths of 
thousands of Americans each year. The National 
Commission Against Drunk Driving (NCADD) 
reports that on an average day, 46 people die in 
substance-abuse-related crashes, and it is estimated 
that three out of ten Americans will be involved in 
an impaired-driving-related crash at some point in 
their life. 
 
Increase in Employee Drugged Driving 
 
A recently completed ten-year study in six U.S. 
states found that while the proportion of drivers 
killed in traffic crashes that tested positive for  
alcohol remained steady, the proportion that tested 
positive for drugs increased by more than 71%. 
However, drugged driving is still greatly under-
reported and the problem is much worse than most 
people realize, especially in the workplace. 
 
Unfortunately, the problem of drug and alcohol 
abuse in the workplace is becoming more and 
more prevalent, and with many careers involving 
frequent drive time the potential for an employee 
being involved in a motor vehicle crash continues 
to increase. 
 
About three-and-a-half times as many employees 
report having taken illegal drugs than alcohol just 
before coming to work, and with 70% of the more 
than 14 million Americans who use illegal drugs 
being employed, the problem of impaired driving 
of company vehicles is a serious one. 
 
According to the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration (NHTSA), between 2007 and 2014 
the proportion of drivers with drugs in their system 
grew from 16% to 20%. The drug showing the 
largest increase (48%) was marijuana. The two 
most common prescription drugs found in drivers 
involved in fatal traffic accidents were opiates 
(painkillers) and benzodiazepines. 

Drugged driving of company vehicles is increasing 
among employees of all ages, but the problem is 
especially tragic when young people lose their 
lives. Twenty-three percent of fatally injured driv-
ers who test positive for drugs in autopsies are 
younger than 25. But older employees who drive 
company vehicles are also at risk as they are more 
likely to take prescription medicines that could 
affect driving ability. 
 
All employees who drive company vehicles must 
realize that whether a drug is legal, illegal, recom-
mended by their doctor, or over- the-counter, use 
of these substances can be dangerous when driv-
ing. Just because a drug is prescribed by a physi-
cian or is available over-the-counter does not mean 
it is safe to use while operating a motor vehicle. 
 
Legal and/or Illegal Drugs 
 
Most people do not understand that many common 
drugs, even including some cough medicines, can 
impair their driving ability. Use of any drug that 
has a potential to diminish a driver’s judgment, 
concentration, and focus can result in an accident. 
 
Certain prescription drugs in combination with 
over-the-counter drugs can impair a driver in the 
same way as use of alcohol or illegal drugs, and 
the use of some antidepressants has been found to 
increase the risk of an auto accident by as much  
as 41%. 
 
It is illegal to ingest any substance, whether legal 
or illegal, that can impair reaction time—and then 
get behind the wheel. Impaired driving can result 
in arrest, fines, and the injury or death of self or 
others. Using drugs and then operating a company 
vehicle puts the entire company at legal risk. 
 
The varying effects of different drugs, duration of 
those effects, the body’s metabolism of a drug un-
der differing circumstances, and the combination 
of legal, illegal, and/or over-the-counter drugs 
make it impossible for an individual to accurately 
gauge his or her ability to safely operate a motor 
vehicle. The only truly safe option, then, is to not 
use drugs or alcohol and drive. 
 
Employer Liability 
 
The problem of increased drugged driving is an 
important one for all employers because impaired 
drivers open the company up to litigation, damage  
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to company vehicles, increased insurance rates, and 
decreased productivity through loss of work by in-
jured employees. There is even more risk for com-
panies that employ workers who are not covered 
under federal Department of Transportation (DOT) 
regulations but who are expected to drive a required 
amount of time. 
 
Accident victims know that they can hold an em-
ployer liable for an employee’s traffic accident if 
the crash occurred in the course of the employee’s 
work-related duties. 
 
One specific form of company liability is respondeat 
superior, which holds that if an employee is engag-
ing in activities within the scope of his or her em-
ployment at the time of the crash, the employer can 
be held liable. But respondeat superior is only one 
of many legal ways of holding an employer liable 
for an employee’s vehicle accident. 
 
Law Enforcement and Community  
Response 
 
Thanks to community organizations like Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving (MADD) and others, great 
strides have been made in reducing drunk driving in 
this country, and the focus is now turning to the 
problem of the increase in drugged driving. A recent 
government study of more than 20,000 fatally in-
jured drivers found that more than 30% tested posi-
tive for drugs, and 20% of those drivers tested posi-
tive for two or more substances. But task forces in 
many cities and states are working to solve this 
problem. Private sector programs alerting employ-
ees to the drugged driving problem are multiplying. 
Legislators, spurred by concerned citizens, are mak-
ing changes in laws to reduce the loss of life and 
injury caused by drugged driving. 
 
Law enforcement has realized that society in general 
has come to believe that it is safe to drive with a 
drug or alcohol content below the legal limit. But 
this is not always the case. For example, driving 
with a blood alcohol content below .08 does not 
mean the driver is not impaired. As a result, many 
police officers across the country are training to 
become Drug Recognition Experts (DREs). 

Highly trained DREs use specific observations at 
roadside stops to help them identify drivers who 
are under the influence of drugs and/or alcohol. 
 
DRE officers use systematic and standardized 
roadside sobriety tests along with recording a sub-
ject’s pupil size, temperature, muscle tone, pulse, 
agility, verbal abilities, and several other indica-
tors to determine impairment. These tests have 
resulted in a high level of success for DRE offic-
ers in recognizing drug impairment, and the num-
bers of drugged driving arrests have increased 
dramatically. Law enforcement officers in many 
jurisdictions are also now routinely testing for 
drugs after an accident. 
 
In most areas of the country, a drunk or drugged 
driving arrest can cost the arrestee in excess of 
$10,000 in fines. The question then becomes: is it 
really worth incurring enormous costs and the 
possible loss of a job and income or even one’s 
life just to be able to get drunk, stoned, or high 
and drive? 
 
Conclusion 
 
Legal and illegal, prescription and over-the-
counter drug use can significantly impair driving 
by adversely affecting motor and critical thinking 
skills. Drugged driving not only endangers em-
ployees and others on the road, it puts the compa-
ny in a position of extreme legal liability. 
 
All employees must recognize that the safety of 
the workforce and others on our roadways is para-
mount, and drinking and drug use on the job is 
strictly prohibited. 
 
But regardless of the substance, even if it is a le-
gally prescribed medication, there are significant 
dangers of using before driving. Employees 
should always discuss the possible side effects of 
all medications with their doctor, and if a medica-
tion being taken is labeled “Do not use while  
operating machinery,” employees should notify 
their supervisor so that they can be temporarily 
relieved from driving duty until it is once again 
safe for them to drive. 
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