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Driver Retention 
 

Before They Can Sail, Companies Must Stop the Leaks  

 

By Duff H. Swain 

 

 

There’s a hole in our collective boat and we’re doing little more than bailing. The trucking 

industry continues to fight record turnover rates, leaving companies scrambling to cover lost 

productivity while they recruit and re-train new drivers as fast as they leave. For larger carriers, it 

has become a revolving door effect. 

There is no disputing the fact that the driver shortage is the most serious problem in the trucking 

industry. The severity is underscored by the economic impact the shortage continues to have on 

the nation and the owners of companies within the truckload segment of the industry. 

Furthermore, the industry has not defined a long-term solution or strategy to solve the problem, 

forcing individual companies to find their own solutions based on available resources. Those 

companies that find solutions will be the winners. Those that don’t will find it more difficult as 

the industry continues to constrict and consolidate. Many are on the road to change and will find 

they are doing many of the things that will be suggested in this white paper. 

We have to also recognize that times are changing – new regulations, advances in technology, 

and the aging driver population are a fact of life. Attracting new drivers into the profession is a 

must. To do that we need to appeal to younger people who are more self-aware, place greater 

emphasis on work/life balance, more technologically oriented, and have more options than ever 

before. 

 

Retention vs. Recruiting 

Driver retention is by and large a much more serious problem than driver recruitment. If you 

have a reputation for retention, you don’t have a recruiting problem – good drivers will come to 

you. Companies need to establish this as a basic fact in order to identify the issue at hand. 

The industry has proven that it can recruit. Sadly, it has been recruiting and supporting a 100 

percent or more annualized turnover rate for years. Clearly, the issue is keeping the drivers we 

recruit and not letting the good ones get away.  

Retention is a multipart process. Ideally, it begins with recruitment and moves forward through 

qualifying, screening and orienting a new employee, followed by a transition into the job, period 

reviews, accountability and recognition. Some companies have recognized this and adapted and 

changed their process. Often, it happens by default. Companies recognize the need to change one 

part, it works and they change another part, allowing things to improve. These are the companies 

that have achieved low driver turnover by industry standards. It is not impossible to find 

companies with 25 to35 percent turnover compared to industry averages that are twice that or 

more. 
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It’s no secret that small companies often boast of remarkably low turnover rates because of their 

ability to establish personal relationships with drivers. The drivers feel like they are an important 

part of the team even though there is no formal retention process in place. Unfortunately, many 

of these same companies lose touch with their drivers as their fleets grow, which usually signals 

an increase in turnover. This doesn’t have to happen. All companies—small, medium and 

large—can institute sound programs and human resource processes that can grow with the 

company.  

The important goal is to define a reason and benefit for quality applicants to come to your 

company and create opportunities that will convince them to stay. High quality employees in any 

job environment are concerned about their future. Quality drivers are no different. Change, 

however, must start with the company and not the employee. Employees follow the moves or 

environment that exists within a company.  

It is important to consider the driver position as a highly paid role that requires a high quality 

applicant. This may constitute a radical change in mindset with many companies. Many may 

make the excuse that those kinds of applicants are not available, but this is a copout. The fact is 

quality people are available, but they have become conditioned to be treated the same as poor 

quality people who are not given a chance to demonstrate their competence and reliability. 

 

Why do Drivers Leave? 

Repeatedly, this fact is proven: Drivers leave companies because they perceive a lack of 

communication and feel like they are not respected or valued. It is not a pay issue. Time and time 

again trucking companies have increased pay, only to find that the driver will still leave, blaming 

poor earnings or lack of miles. But the bottom-line issue is do drivers feel valued?  Pay, of 

course, is a motivating force in non-competitive situations. But equalize the pay and you will 

find the problem still exists. 

In the case of driver retention, if you are not part of the solution, you are likely part of the 

problem. Companies that continue practices that create high-turnover rates aren’t doing any 

favors to the profession of truck driving. Solutions are possible on an individual basis, providing 

owners of trucking companies are willing to think outside the box to come up with new driver 

solutions. As an industry we must come to grip with some realities.  

 

Better Treatment  

In general, companies do not treat drivers well. At least, that’s what drivers are saying, and their 

perception is the reality that we have to face. Let’s look at the issue from their viewpoint. We 

don’t typically refer to them as “employees.” Companies have “staff,” and then they have drivers 

and mechanics additionally. It’s as if being a driver or mechanic is not just a separate position 

within the company, but a separate category altogether. 

Drivers want to be treated fairly. They want to know what is expected, whom they work for, how 

they are doing, how to resolve problems, and what is going on that will affect them. 

Too often, companies perform basic, routine functions poorly. These basic tasks include 

advertising, promotion, interviewing, orientation and training. I often hear owners and 

management say, “We know how to advertise, hire, provide orientation and train drivers. We’ve 

been doing it for years.”  Unfortunately, the industry has been doing it for years, but doing it 

poorly, using trucking people instead of human resource personnel and experienced educators.  
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It’s unsettling that the trucking industry has not been successful in creating a career-conscious 

driver. There has never been a career path associated with truck driving. Historically, truck 

drivers have been motivated primarily by those legendary feelings of independence associated 

with driving a large truck. They do not identify with opportunities for professional growth and 

self-improvement. The driver makes a “lifestyle” choice rather than a “career” choice. 

 

 

Create a Career Path 

If you want to recruit and retain professional drivers, treat them as such by creating a defined 

career path within your company. It is not impossible. A career path for a larger company might 

look like this: 

 

A smaller version of this chart can be created for any fleet that has middle management structure 

such as recruiting, central control (dispatch), safety or progression to being an owner operator.  

What constitutes upward mobility?  New and existing drivers should be recognized for their 

experience, good performance, skills and tenure within the company. A new hire, or an existing 

driver, with 5 to 10 years experience has more value than a driver with just one or two years of 

experience. They should be compensated and recognized for that accomplishment. New hires 

should have a progression path and expectations defined for them. For example: 

 New hires should have to “graduate” from orientation rather than just getting through it. 

 All new hires are on probation for 90 days and must live up to specific standards to be 

accepted permanently. 

 Experience can be defined and recognized by title: Driver Trainee, Driver, Senior Driver, 

Team Captain, Driver Trainer, Driver Specialist, Service Provider, etc. 
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Progression enables a company to reward with increased pay levels, awards and recognition that 

fit the skill or expertise of the individual. 

 

Treat Recruiting as a Sales Department 

While the industry has proven its ability to recruit drivers, many companies overlook the fact that 

the recruitment process is an excellent retention tool. The entire process provides your first and 

best chance to sell the benefits of your company. Companies should hire recruiters with proven 

selling skills, knowledge and personality attributes.  

These professionals should recognize that selling is a process that involves four key points: 

1. Prospecting: Advertising must be high quality, professional, strategically placed and 

consistent. This includes promotional literature that sells your company to the 

applicant, just like you would do with a prospective customer. Advertising and 

referrals should create the opportunity to sell to a qualified prospect (applicant) on 

joining your company. 

2. Qualifying: The interviewing process should also serve to qualify the applicant 

against a set of standards. This applies to phone interview or face to face interviews. 

The recruiter must find out why the applicants want the job and if they will pass being 

screened and qualified. 

3. Selling features and benefits: If the person qualifies, sell the company, the job, their 

quality of life and the future. 

4. Closing the deal: Any sale requires a commitment. Get a signature on something, an 

employment/compensation agreement. That will ensure truth in the recruiting process 

and a commitment to coming to the orientation program. 

Orientation 

New employee orientation isn’t just a necessity. It’s an opportunity, and one that should never be 

overlooked. In fact, the orientation process is the very first step of retention. This is typically the 

biggest sin of omission or poor quality within most trucking companies. Orientation should be 

for the benefit of the new hire and not just a risk requirement of the company. The orientation 

process is not training. It is orientation. The new driver has already been trained to drive. The 

orientation process shows how they can apply their skills at your company and be successful in 

the process.  

Quality orientation is as good an investment as is preventive maintenance for a truck. It should 

contain these ingredients: 

 Verify their qualifications. The first step is a driving test, physical and urinalysis. Often, 

orientation is the first opportunity to fulfill these requirements. 

 The new driver made a good decision by choosing to work for your company. Be sure to 

let him or her know this. Confirm the quality of your company, personnel, customers, 

equipment and facilities. Make certain new employees realize there is a bright future by 

working for your company and that you are glad they are there. 

 Show drivers their part of the equation. Explain how they apply their skills (driving) to 

the company. Explain the expectations of customers, how the company fulfills customer 

expectations and how the driver is an essential part of that process.  
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 Driving requires specific levels of performance from the new driver. Identify the 

productivity requirements, policies and procedures that affect the new driver and what 

they need to do to fulfill them. Also, identify the people who will assist the employee and 

hold them accountable in the process. 

 Explain that drivers are responsible for the care and use of valuable company equipment. 

Identify the type of truck and trailers he or she will use and how they must be 

maintained. Demonstrate key equipment like the on-board communication system, how it 

works and how it is helpful to drivers. 

 Review key pay and benefit issues, including how employees get paid, receive benefits, 

what types of incentives are available and how drivers progress within the company. 

Carefully define the compensation plan, process and the procedures they are expected to 

follow. 

 Finally, the new employee will graduate from orientation and be granted use of a 

company truck and his or her first work assignment. Graduation should include a 

certificate, signed by the driver that recognizes the accomplishment and acknowledges 

the drivers commitments. Keep a file of the certificate in the employee’s file. 

Obviously, the orientation process cannot be accomplished in a few hours. In most cases it 

should be accomplished over two or two and a half days. Special training, such as HAZMAT or 

bulk loading/unloading, may extend the process.  

If possible, orientation should take place at the company’s home office and involve the key 

personnel who will interface with the drivers as they perform their job, fulfill safety 

requirements, maintain their equipment, fulfill documentation requirements and get paid.  

The next best thing would be a remote presentation by key company personnel with quality 

visual aids. The least desirable scenario is having one person conducting the entire orientation in 

a single room with no participation from management.  

This is a valuable investment. It properly prepares the new employee and creates a commitment 

by both parties. The result will be a better-prepared driver who will be committed to the job and 

the company. The orientation process should be reinforced by a driver manual that identifies 

policy procedure, examples and company contacts.  

 

Create a Transition 

Transition new drivers into the job and their use of the company truck. In the process, protect 

your investment by assuring they have retained what they learned in orientation. The most 

practical way to do this is by having an experienced driver trainer go with the driver on his or her 

first series of loads. This reinforces what was learned in orientation and gets the new driver off 

on a positive start. It is also one more opportunity to make sure the new driver is qualified and a 

good fit. 

The driver manager (dispatcher) plays a key role in the transition process. Providing leadership 

and a helping hand makes a big difference to new employees. The driver manager should 

actively participate in a 30-day review of the new driver. This is another opportunity to 

demonstrate that the company and management care about how new employees are doing and 

what they think about their new job. 

 

Reviews and Communication 
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The next step is to ensure the company provides ongoing reviews and periodic planned 

communications. Reviews should be scheduled and take place at least twice a year. Both reviews 

are two-way exchanges of performance and an opportunity for the driver to be heard. One of 

those reviews should coincide with their employment anniversary. 

Reviews present an opportunity to establish accountability, exchange ideas, and recognize 

accomplishment and exceptional service. Employees want and appreciate knowing what is 

expected, how they are doing and what is needed for improvement. 

Next, management should conduct routine group communications with drivers. These meetings 

should primarily be communication sessions about the company, current issues, the future, and 

how it all affects the driver. Safety and training can be a part of these meetings but these issues 

are secondary to the role of communications. 

Effective driver meetings are not difficult. Like any other communication meeting they require 

good preparation and common sense. Prepare an agenda that includes items that concern the 

driver. The agenda will show how topics will be discussed as well as those items of interest to 

the company. Answer questions honestly and keep control by following the agenda. When you 

encounter unexpected questions, make a note to find an answer and follow up with the individual 

employee or cover the issue at the next meeting. Overall, drivers are better informed and realize 

that management indeed cares about what they think. 

 

Education 

The final step in this process is for the company to continue to provide an opportunity to learn 

and grow through ongoing training and education. This also requires a different mindset on the 

part of most management teams. Don’t make the mistake of assuming your company already 

knows how to provide ongoing driver education. Many companies perform this function poorly 

and pay the price. This is a critical issue. Long-term success will require retaining high quality, 

well-trained personnel who remain informed about rules, legal issues and ever-changing 

technology. Those companies that succeed in this area will create a distinct competitive 

advantage over those that do not. 

Education plays an important role before drivers begin working. In the future, it will be critical 

for fleets to train new drivers and trainees in quality driver schools with certified and 

documented curricula. In-fleet driver trainers will be required to undergo certified, documented 

training. This will be the only way to get insurance companies to approve the use of driving 

school graduates. 

If the industry is going to create an expanded driver pool and attract new candidates to the career, 

it must present value and opportunity to prospects from high schools, trade schools, the military 

and colleges—including minority candidates. All will require effective, sustainable training. 

 

It Can Be Accomplished 

It will be difficult for individual companies to support the expense that will be required to fix this 

industry-wide problem. To accomplish these goals, we must continue to think outside the box 

and come up with ways to increase truck productivity and company profits. That is the only way 

to cover the expense as it continues to be a buyer’s market as long as trucks are underutilized.  

The results speak for themselves. From 2001 to 2004, the industry consolidation/shutdown rate 

has been eight to 10 percent annually, while the rate of miles driven per truck has improved less 
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than five percent. The result is fewer companies operating the same number of trucks and no 

improved efficiencies. 

This condition has been relieved somewhat by shippers willing to pay higher rates and by fuel 

surcharges resulting from hours-of-service rules. The driver shortages and the continued 

economic growth have also brought moderate relief. Truckload profits have improved to an 

average of two to three and a half percent net before tax; however, profits should be six percent 

and truly healthy companies should be growing by eight to 10 percent annually. 

Obviously, filling the trucks will increase productivity. Taking parked trucks back from the 

driver and increasing the driver/truck ratio will also provide a productivity boost. Other measures 

include slip-seating and marketing services where drivers and trucks are domiciled differently in 

volume lanes. Truckload carriers should also get past the “one driver, one truck” mentality and 

begin operating like LTL, small package, railroads and airfreight companies. 

Retaining employees is not easy, but the same goes with professional driving. It’s hard work. 

One thing is certain, however; effective retention programs are winning efforts for companies, 

drivers and the industry as a whole. It’s time to stop bailing and fix the leak. Doing so will create 

the much-needed boost in productivity within individual companies and throughout the industry. 

It will also enhance the esteem of current drivers and how the public views the driving career, 

allowing future recruitment of quality candidates. 

This will happen in the trucking industry. The question is will it happen in our lifetime?   

 

 


