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Driver safety is more important than ever. Although the nation’s roadways may 

be emptier due to COVID-19, multiple reports have shown they are not 

necessarily safer—and may even be more dangerous. In fact, a recent Samsara 

analysis found less congested roads have resulted in a 20% increase in severe 

speeding among U.S. commercial drivers. 

https://unsplash.com/photos/BWcLCtdKqT8
https://www.ttnews.com/articles/national-safety-council-roads-emptier-riskier-during-lockdowns
https://www.samsara.com/blog/4-ways-reopening-has-changed-us-commercial-transportation
https://www.samsara.com/blog/4-ways-reopening-has-changed-us-commercial-transportation


To help fleet managers better understand patterns in risky driving behavior, 

Samsara wanted to know: How does driver behavior change over the course of a 

shift? When are drivers most likely to exhibit risky behaviors? 

Samsara took a sample of some of their most frequently observed unsafe driving 

behaviors—including two measured by g-force (harsh acceleration and harsh 

braking) and two detected using artificial intelligence (distracted driving and 

tailgating). The sample Samsara analyzed contained more than two million of 

these high-risk behaviors that have occurred across their U.S. commercial fleet 

customers since January 1, 2020. To understand unsafe driving patterns, 

Samsara looked at the frequency of incidents over the course of a driver’s shift. 

Here are their key findings: 

● Harsh acceleration, harsh braking, distracted driving, and tailgating 

occur more frequently at the beginning and end of drivers’ shifts. Samsara 

found these risky driving behaviors are 26% more likely to occur in the first tenth 

of a shift than the middle of the shift. In the last tenth of a shift, they are 41% 

more likely to occur. 

● There is no one factor responsible for this trend. The data shows there 

could be multiple factors leading to these risky driving behaviors, including 

increased traffic and distractions in cities, last mile stops, and driver fatigue. 

● It is possible to adjust this behavior. The data shows when drivers receive 

in-cab alerts for harsh braking and harsh acceleration, the frequency of those 

behaviors is reduced by up to 40%. 
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When it comes to driver safety, there are certain patterns that are widely known. 

For example, the National Safety Council has found it’s more dangerous to drive 

at night. According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, nearly 

70% of all collisions in the U.S. occur within 10 miles of the driver’s home. But 

https://www.samsara.com/blog/samsara-data-shows-peaks-in-risky-driving-behavior
https://www.samsara.com/blog/samsara-data-shows-peaks-in-risky-driving-behavior
https://www.nsc.org/road-safety/safety-topics/night-driving
https://www.injurylawcolorado.com/legal-news/auto-accidents/nearly-70-of-car-accidents-occur-within-10-miles-of-home.htm#:~:text=Figures%20provided%20by%20the%20National,69%25%20occur%20within%2010%20miles.


many commercial drivers work longer hours (and drive farther distances) than the 

average American driver. 

How does this affect their behavior? 

To answer this question, Samsara analyzed driver shifts across the Samsara 

platform since January 2020. According to the dataset, the average shift length is 

around seven hours, with some meaningful variations by industry.  

Despite the variation in shift length, the data shows a consistent trend across 

shifts. When Samsara looked at the sample of common unsafe driving behaviors, 

Samsara found they occur more frequently at the beginning and end of drivers’ 

shifts. Harsh acceleration, harsh braking, distracted driving, and tailgating are 

26% more likely to occur in the first tenth of a shift than the middle of the shift. In 

the last tenth of a shift, they are 41% times more likely to occur. 

The data shows this trend begins to appear when shifts reach about two hours 

and remains consistent for shifts as long as 12 hours, whether you look at a two-

hour shift or a 10 hour shift, most of these unsafe driving behaviors occur at the 

beginning and end of the shift. 

Below is a breakdown of frequency by type of risky driving behavior. Harsh 

acceleration, for example, is an astounding 77% more likely to occur in the last 

tenth of a shift than anywhere in the middle. Tailgating, which is typically 

observed in highway driving settings (likely in the middle portion of a shift), is less 

susceptible to this effect. Still, tailgating behavior is 16% more likely to occur in 



the last tenth of a shift versus the middle.

 

● Increased traffic in cities: In instances where shifts start on local roads and 

then move to highways, there could be more traffic and distractions at the 

beginning and end of a shift. 

● Last mile stops: The data shows there are more short trips (likely due to 

deliveries and last mile stops) at the beginning and end of shifts, causing drivers 

to stop and start more frequently, which can create more opportunities for unsafe 

driving behavior. 

● Driver fatigue: Drivers may be distracted or less alert at the beginning or end 

of shifts, especially when they are tired. 

When Samsara controlled for each of these factors, Samsara saw a reduced 

effect—but didn’t see the trend go away. This leads one to believe each of these 

factors, and potentially others, contribute to the overall trend. 
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In addition to cities and last mile stops, driver fatigue may also intuitively appear 

to be a factor in this trend. According to the Federal Motor Carrier Safety 

Administration, driver fatigue is a factor in roughly 13% of large truck accidents in 

the U.S. each year. While Samsara didn't control for driver fatigue in this 

analysis, they found the trend persists in shorter shifts (two to four hours in 

length), when drivers are less likely to be fatigued. 

This leads one to believe that cities, last mile stops and deliveries, and driver 

fatigue all play a role in risky driving behavior peaking at the beginning and end 

of shifts—with no one factor being solely responsible. 

Tips to Keep Your Drivers Safe 

https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety/research-and-analysis/large-truck-crash-causation-study-analysis-brief
https://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/safety/research-and-analysis/large-truck-crash-causation-study-analysis-brief


How can fleet managers put this data into action? Here are a few ways: 

● Give drivers real-time feedback. Immediate feedback can help drivers adjust 

their behavior and reduce risk in real time. If you have dash cams with optional 

in-cab alerts, try turning them on. The data shows in-cab alerts related to harsh 

braking and harsh acceleration can reduce frequency of those behaviors by up to 

40%, and Samsara expects this trend to persist for other types of in-cab alerts as 

well. 

● Share these statistics with safety supervisors and drivers. Simply being 

aware of these trends can go a long way towards correcting unsafe driving 

behaviors. Consider sharing these findings in your next safety meeting or 

company newsletter. 

● Include real footage in your coaching sessions. Research has 

shown people are 22% more likely to remember a fact when it is part of a story—

and real dash cam footage is a powerful storytelling tool. If you have an example 

of harsh braking or distracted driving, share the footage with your drivers during 

coaching sessions. This is often more memorable and effective than coaching 

with a generic training video. Make sure to share footage of positive driving 

examples, too. According to a Globoforce, 79% of employees work harder when 

they feel recognized. 
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