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Abstract

The heavy vehicle transport industry has been described as Australia’s deadliest and truck drivers are 16 times more 
likely to die at work than workers in any other industry. The number of driver fatalities in the heavy vehicle transport 
industry is almost four times the total number of fatalities in the aviation, rail and maritime industries combined. While 
the financial cost to society as a result of these fatal crashes in the heavy vehicle transport industry is significant; 
annually over $A1billion, they are overshadowed by the social impacts which are immense with the bulk of the burden 
falling on the victims, their families, friends and communities. Effective crash investigation in other industries, 
especially aviation, has resulted in substantial and sustained reduction in the rates of serious accidents suggesting 
that if heavy vehicle crash investigations in Australia were effective, underlying causes of these crashes would be 
identified and a significant reduction in the number of crashes should be evident.
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However, this does not appear to be the case and heavy vehicle drivers continue to be blamed for crashes. There 
appears to be an apparent lack of understanding of why and how these crashes occur and what is needed to prevent 
them.

This paper reports on a survey of 320 heavy vehicle transport industry personnel whose opinions were sought on a 
range of key issues impacting safety in the industry. 

The overwhelming majority of respondents supported the notion that heavy vehicle drivers were blamed for crashes; 
the investigations were shallow and ineffective resulting in the causes not being understood and the prevention 
lessons not being learned. In addition to the most prevalent comment made by respondents that drivers were blamed, 
the greater majority of respondents suggested Regulators must do more to investigate and properly analyse the cause 
of a heavy vehicle fatal crash and the industry needs to have an independent national heavy vehicle crash 
investigation agency to investigate heavy vehicle crashes.

This paper concludes that heavy vehicle crash investigations need to look beyond blaming the driver. To achieve this 
an independent national heavy vehicle crash investigation agency is needed to properly analyse the underlying causes 
of a heavy vehicle fatal crash. The agency needs to have investigators that have the experiences, skills, competencies 
and the investigative methodologies to properly conduct heavy vehicle fatal crash investigations so that the root 
causes are identified and the blame is not focused on the heavy vehicle driver.
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1. Background
The heavy vehicle transport industry has been described as Australia’s deadliest occupation with truck drivers being 
16 times more likely to die at work from heavy vehicle crashes than workers in any other industry (Transport Workers 
Union 2012; Sydney Morning Herald 2015; Patty 2015; News 2018).  There are more deaths in the heavy vehicle 
transport industry than there are in all other transport and workplace industries combined (Cikara et al. 2020b). In the 
12 months ending June 2020, 157 people died in Australia from crashes involving heavy vehicles (BITRE 2020). This is 
almost four times greater than the combined total number of deaths that has occurred in the same period within the 
aviation, rail and maritime industries, which have an aggregated total of 42 deaths (BITRE 2020; ONRSR 2019; AMSA 
2019).  It should be noted that fatal crashes represent only a small proportion of the total number of heavy vehicle 
crashes that occur in Australia annually. 

As a result, heavy vehicle crashes are a significant personal burden on victims, their families and others affected in the 
community as well as being a significant cost to the transport industry and Australian society. In a submission to the 
Australian Government, Litchfield (2017) reported that the average cost of a fatality in Australia was approximately 
AU$7.8 million.  This suggests the cost of fatalities in the heavy vehicle transport industry alone amounted to around 
AU$1.224 billion in that year to June 2017. The statistics highlight that there is an unacceptably high number of 
crashes in the heavy vehicle transport industry yet there appears to be no progress being made to identify and 
address what are the systemic underlying causes for these crashes and more needs to be done to identify why. There 
is a clear need for government and the heavy vehicle transport industry to take action to address this major problem.

Some authors have suggested that understanding crash causation is intrinsic to their successful prevention and that 
little can be done if the causes of accidents are not known. They argue that effective investigation is the vehicle for 
establishing the actual causes of accidents so that effective corrective actions can be taken (Lederer 1988; Kletz 2001; 
Matthews 2014; Braithwaite 2015). For example, Lederer (1995) asserts that investigation of aircraft crashes has been 
responsible for driving a significant and sustained reduction in the frequency of air crashes over the past 60 years. If 
current arrangements for heavy vehicle crash investigation in Australia were effective, then there should have been a 
significant reduction in heavy vehicle crashes. However, this seems not to be the case as heavy vehicle crashes 



continue to happen at the same rate.  There is clearly a lack of understanding of why and how these crashes occur and 
what is needed to prevent them from reoccurring (Toft et al. 2012; Dell 2015). Brodie et al. (2010) and Cikara et al. 
(2020a) take the argument further and suggest that many investigations into heavy vehicle crashes are not properly 
conducted.

The laws that govern the heavy vehicle transport industry in Australia, the Heavy Vehicle National Law (HVNL) enacted 
in all states of Australia except Western Australia (WA) and the Northern Territory (NT)[1], and the Compliance and 
Enforcement (C&E) legislation enacted in Western Australia, were introduced to address the long-recognised driver-
centric investigative approach of apportioning blame for heavy vehicle road safety breaches (Anderson & Bailey 2005; 
Farnsworth & McCarthy 2016). These laws are colloquially known as the ‘Chain of Responsibility’ (CoR) legislation. 
These laws recognise that it is not just the driver who is responsible for breaches and crashes, but also other parties 
who exercise control or influence over the transport task. However, a ‘blame the driver’ culture in government and in 
the heavy vehicle industry still exists according to many observers (Quinlan 2001; Wright & Quinlan 2008; Dell 2015; 
Newnam & Goode 2015; Mooren et al. 2015; Mooren 2016; Newnam et al. 2017; Cikara et al. 2020a; Cikara et al. 
2020b).

Heavy vehicle crash investigations must look beyond blaming the driver, and instead analyse all the factors in the 
socio-technical system that influenced the events and contributed to causation. Investigations must explore factors 
that adversely affect heavy vehicle driver decisions and actions and why they make those decisions and take those 
actions. Factors such as financial pressures, payment conditions, economic pressures, poor maintenance (Hensher et 
al. 1991; Quinlan et al. 2006; Wright & Quinlan 2008; Stevenson et al. 2010; Walker 2012; Thompson et al. 2014; 
Thompson & Stevenson 2014; Mooren et al. 2014; Mooren et al. 2015). Investigations must dig deeply to identify why 
heavy vehicle drivers are non-complaint, breach fatigue laws, speed, use stimulant drugs (Braver et al. 1992; Cheng 
2006; Williamson 2007; Jones 2013; Thompson et al. 2015) and identify mitigation strategies to reduce the risk of a 
crash from occurring. It is argued that focusing on heavy vehicle driver behaviour alone does not identify the root 
causes of a crash and the opportunity to capture other contributory factors is missed (Brodie et al. 2009; Salmon et al. 
2012; Newnam & Goode 2015; Salmon & Lenne 2015; Dell 2015; Cikara et al. 2020a).

This paper reports on a survey of heavy vehicle transport industry personnel that sought opinions on the issues of 
heavy vehicle crash investigation, blame the driver, heavy vehicle legislation, identifying the underlying causes of 
crashes, and a range of other issues affecting heavy vehicle transport safety.

2. Method
A survey of 20 statements was developed and published on Survey Monkey. A five-point Likert-Scale was used to 
capture the opinions and for each statement respondents were given the opportunity to comment in free text. 
Respondents were recruited via social media, the heavy vehicle industry and professional associations and contacts.

In this survey the respondents selected the response which most closely aligned with their attitude to each statement 
using the Likert Scale: Strongly Disagree =1, Disagree =2, Undecided =3, Agree =4 and Strongly Agree =5. Mean 
scores were calculated for each statement for each respondent group.

Table 3 shows the mean scores calculated for each statement for each respondent group. Table 3 also shows the mean 
scores calculated across all six groups for each statement as well as the number of free text comments made by 
respondents against each statement.

2.1 Discussion of results



There were 320 responses to the survey. Respondents included heavy vehicle company Chief Executives Officers, 
drivers, loaders, packers, managers, owner operators, government employees, industry association representatives 
and other individuals from organisations within the heavy vehicle transport industry.

2.1.1 Demographics

The survey sought the opinion and perceptions of a varied cohort of heavy vehicle industry workers. The respondents 
were asked to select which position they held within the industry according to a list provided in the survey. The 
following is a breakdown of the number of respondents according to that list.

2.1.2 Roles of respondents

Respondents self-identified their roles within the industry into 20 specific roles. Those self-identified roles are disclosed 
in Table 1.

NR JOB ROLE N= %
1 Loader 0 0.00

2 Packer 1 0.31

3 Driver 173 54.06

4 Scheduler 3 0.94

5 Consignor 0 0.00

6 Consignee 0 0.00

7 Manager 21 6.56

8 Supervisor 10 3.13

9 General Manager 12 3.75

10 Chief Executive Officer 6 1.88

11 Legislator 1 0.31

12 Union Representative 0 0.00

13 Industry Representative 6 1.88

14 Trainer Educator 9 2.81

15 Owner Operator 41 12.81

16 Sub-Contractor 4 1.25

17 Client 1 0.31



18 Unloader 0 0.00

19 Prime Contractor 2 0.63

20 Other 30 9.38

  Total 320  

Table 1: Roles of respondents

The roles outlined in Table 1 were further distilled into six specific categories that best aligned to the respondent’s 
responsibilities and duties to deliver safety and compliance within the heavy vehicle transport industry (See Table 2). 
The Driver group included any respondent whose primary role involved a driving activity as part of their duties. Those 
respondents in the Management group must have had management responsibilities. Safety Personnel were those 
respondents whose responsibilities include safety-related activities and responsibilities. Industry Representatives
were those respondents who were more on the periphery, such as users of the heavy vehicle transport industry and 
who could be considered third parties to the heavy vehicle transport industry. Regulators were those respondents who 
are in a government agency and have oversight of the heavy vehicle transport industry and Chain of Responsibility 
(CoR) Parties were those respondents who work in the heavy vehicle transport industry but who are not drivers, 
instead undertaking other responsibilities that assist the driver.
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Table 2: The respondents placed into specific categories

2.2 Roles of respondents

The roles of the respondents is broken down into the six groups as depited in Figure 1.



Figure 1: Roles of respondents

2.3 Age brackets

The age bracket of the respondents is broken down into subsections as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Age brackets

2.4 Years of experience

The years of experience from the respondent is broken down into subsections as shown in Figure 3.



Figure 3: Years of experience

2.5 State of employment

The respondents’ state of employment is identified in Figure 4.

Figure 4: State of employment

2.6 Coding of the survey

The intensity of attitude for each group was scored in the 20 survey questions to obtain a mean score for each 
statement as shown in Table 3.

STATEMENTS GROUPS TOTAL 
RESPONDENTS

MEAN
SCORE

NUMBER 
OF FREE 

TEXT 
COMMENTS



COR 
PARTIES

REGULATORINDUSTRY 
REPS

SAFETY
PERSONNEL

MANAGEMENTDRIVERS

(n=15) (n=1) (n=8) (n=26) (n=40) (n=230) (n=320)    

1 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 

legislation 
has improved 
safety in the 

road 
transport 

industry in 
Australia.

3.20 4.00 2.25 2.96 3.25 3.00 320 3.11 109

2 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 
legislation is 

easy to 
understand.

2.73 4.00 2.37 2.69 2.92 2.63 320 2.89 42

3 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 

legislation 
should be 

harmonised 
nationally.

4.13 3.00 3.88 4.26 4.08 4.13 319 3.91 34

4 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 
legislation is 
effective in 
reducing 

crashes in 
the transport 

industry.

2.53 3.00 2.00 2.57 2.68 2.12 318 2.48 69

5 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 

legislation 
controls the 

risk of 
crashes 

occurring.

2.47 4.00 2.25 2.42 2.37 2.10 318 2.60 49



6 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 
legislation is 
effective in 
managing 

road safety 
risk.

3.06 4.00 2.13 3.46 2.68 2.34 319 2.95 48

7 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 

legislation 
has made a 

positive 
impact on 

the 
management 

of road 
transport 

safety.

2.87 4.00 3.63 2.96 3.05 2.43 320 3.15 41

8 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 
legislation is 
important to 
you and your 
own safety 
on the road.

3.33 4.00 4.13 3.96 3.53 3.38 320 3.72 43

9 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 

legislation 
helps keep 

all drivers in 
the road 
transport 

industry safe.

2.73 4.00 4.13 2.81 2.73 2.37 319 3.13 53

10 The road 
transport 
industry 

complies with 
the 'Chain of 

Responsibility' 
legislation.

3.00 3.00 2.13 3.34 3.55 2.41 318 2.91 56



11 The 'Chain of 
Responsibility' 
is integral to 
everything I 

do in the 
road 

transport 
industry.

3.40 4.00 3.38 3.34 3.55 1.69 320 3.23 31

12 If there is an 
opportunity 

to avoid 
compliance 

with the 
'Chain of 

Responsibility' 
legislation, I 
would take 

that 
opportunity.

1.60 2.00 2.38 2.19 1.60 2.26 320 2.01 40

13 Complying 
with the 
'Chain of 

Responsibility' 
legislation 

will affect my 
business and 
my livelihood.

2.60 3.00 2.63 2.61 3.25 3.00 320 2.84 36

14 I am not 
concerned 
with the 

consequences 
of breaching 
the 'Chain of 

Responsibility' 
legislation.

1.87 2.00 1.88 2.07 1.95 2.20 319 2.00 27



15 Surviving 
financially is 

more 
important 

than 
complying 
with the 
'Chain of 

Responsibility' 
legislation.

2.00 2.00 2.13 2.61 2.20 2.76 318 2.28 44

16 Investigations 
into heavy 

vehicle 
crashes 

identify the 
root causes.

2.80 3.00 1.88 2.65 2.57 2.22 318 2.52 60

17 Heavy 
vehicle 

drivers are 
blamed for 

heavy 
vehicle 
crashes.

4.13 4.00 4.75 4.26 4.40 4.60 319 4.35 57

18 Investigations 
into heavy 

vehicle fatal 
crashes are 
not properly 
conducted.

3.53 2.00 4.38 3.92 3.43 3.91 319 3.52 45

19 Regulators 
must do 
more to 

investigate 
and properly 
analyse the 
cause of a 

heavy 
vehicle fatal 

crash.

4.07 4.00 4.88 4.50 3.50 4.30 320 4.31 32



20 The industry 
needs to 
have an 

independent 
national 
heavy 

vehicle crash 
investigation 

agency to 
investigate 

heavy 
vehicle 
crashes.

3.33 4.00 5.00 3.69 3.65 4.35 318 4.00 51

Table 3: Mean scores for each statement and each respondent group

3. Themes
Each of the 20 statements in this survey was allocated to one of five separate themes that best described that 
statement: Legislation, Influence, Compliance, Consequence and Investigations. The allocation of statements to the 
themes are identified in Figures 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9.

Any statement that specifically referred to the legislation was placed into the Legislation theme. There were six 
statements that fell into this theme - statements 1-6. Any statement that inferred any Influence or impacts were 
placed into the Influence theme.  There were four statements that were included in this theme - statements 7, 8, 9 and 
11. Any statement that expressed key words that refer to compliance were included in the Compliance theme. There 
were three statements that met this criterion - statements 10, 12 and 13. The Consequence theme only included two 
statements - statements 14 and 15. This theme referred to the outcomes or behaviours of the respondents based on 
their compliance with the legislation. The final theme was Investigations. This included statements that referred to 
investigations, their outcomes and what needed to be done with investigations. This theme captured five statements - 
statements 16-20.

All statements were placed into themes that best described that statement. A total of five themes were identified.

4. Findings
Respondent attitudes towards the statements that were grouped into each theme are shown in Figures 6 through 9 
below. In each figure the intensity of agreement of respondents in each group for each statement is shown. The mean 
score for each group for each statement is also shown.

4.1 Legislation

There were six statements within the survey that were captured in the Legislation theme, as shown in Figure 5.



Figure 5: Intensity of attitude towards Legislation themed statements by participant groups

With regards to nationally harmonising the Chain of Responsibility legislation there was a strong intensity of attitude 
from Drivers (mean score of 4.13), Management (4.08), Safety Personnel (4.26), Industry Representatives (3.88) and 
CoR Parties (4.13). There was also consistency from Drivers (2.12), Management (2.68), Safety Personnel (2.57), 
Industry Representatives (2.00) and CoR Parties (2.53) that the legislation is presently not effective in reducing 
crashes in the heavy vehicle transport industry.  Not surprisingly, Drivers (2.10), Management (2.37), Safety Personnel 
(2.42), Industry Representatives (2.25) and CoR Parties (2.47) do not agree that the Chain of Responsibility legislation 
controls the risk of crashes occurring. 

These survey responses from the Drivers, Management, Safety Personnel, Industry Representatives and CoR Parties 
suggest there may be a lack of confidence in the usefulness of the Chain of Responsibility legislation to improving road 
transport safety, reducing the risks of crashes occurring and being effective in reducing crashes.  This is further 
supported by the comments made by the respondents who stated they did not believe the legislation was having an 
impact. For example, 

‘As yet I haven't seen anything change except paperwork’;
‘Idea is good, however has never been tested to its full potential. As such has had zero impact on road safety’; 
and 



‘Has not changed anything, is barely enforced and all responsibility is still on the driver’.

These findings are consistent with an earlier study by Cikara et al. (2020a) which identified that the intent of the Chain 
of Responsibility legislation is to ensure that drivers alone are not blamed for safety breaches but hold accountable 
other parties for a driver’s actions.  Jones (2013) identified that the lack of ability to comply with the law relates to the 
quality and sufficiency of the law itself. Jones went onto postulate ‘The law must provide a clear and unambiguous 
picture of what compliance looks like’ (pg. 3). It is not sufficient to create law and expect obedience (Cheng 2006; 
Jones 2013). Mooren et al. (2014) found the effects of legislation on safety in the heavy vehicle transport industry is 
not known. Studies suggest that the findings into the causation factors that adversely influence driver behaviour have 
not been translated into regulation or governmental policy (Quinlan et al. 2001; Belzer et al. 2002; Mooren et al. 2015). 

There is a need for further research to identify how much impact, if any, the Chain of Responsibility legislation is 
having on the heavy vehicle transport industry. It is possible the cohorts who disagreed with the statements in this 
theme did so because they are at the frontline of the road safety experience and this might have led them to their 
conclusions about the efficacy and impacts of the legislation.

There is also a clear need for the opinion of more Regulators to be captured as the Regulators response in this study 
stood out amongst the others in the group providing a mean score of 4.00 for four of the six statements. However, 
there was only one respondent in the Regulator cohort which may not be a true representation of Regulators’ opinion 
and does not provide strong statistical confidence in this study.

4.2 Influence

There were four statements from the survey included in the Influence theme, as shown in Figure 6.



Figure 6: Intensity of attitude towards Influence themed statements by participant groups

For this category mostly positive responses to the statements were captured from Industry Representatives, Regulator, 
Management and Safety Personnel, but Drivers were consistently less favourable in their views. The entire cohort 
seemed to agree that the legislation was important to their safety; Drivers (3.38), Management (3.53), Safety 
Personnel (3.96), Industry Representatives (3.63), Regulator (4.00) and CoR Parties (3.33). However, with the 
exception of agreeing that the legislation is important, the Drivers were indifferent with regards to the overall 
‘influence’ of the legislation. For example, in the statement ‘The Chain of Responsibility is integral to everything I do in 
the road transport industry’ the Drivers responded with a mean score of 1.69 compared to Management who scored 
(3.55), Safety Personnel (3.44), Industry representatives (3.38), Regulator (4.00) and CoR Parties (3.40). This suggests 
the Drivers have a strong intensity of disagreement to that statement compared to the other cohort and may be 
because of Drivers seeing the industry from a different perspective to the rest of the cohort. This is supported by some 
comments such as: 

I believe it has had a negative affect (sic) as supply chain parties have been too worried about what other 
parties are doing that they have not focused on the safety of their own operations….’ 
‘No, the chain of responsibility is a convenient place for third parties to hide behind and impose demands, 
without themselves being accountable’ and 



‘The fact that, in reality, I am able to do just about anything I please whether it be legal or not, is a little 
disturbing’. 

This suggests that Drivers may be influenced to complete tasks by others whom Drivers perceive as turning a blind 
eye to the intent of the legislation.

Previous studies have also suggested there are factors that adversely influence driver behaviour, beyond the reach of 
the Chain of Responsibility legislation, forcing drivers to take risks due to pressures placed upon them by economic 
factors (Jones 2013; Mooren et al. 2014; Mooren 2015). A Study by Thompson et al. (2015) found increased economic 
pressures influenced the heavy vehicle driver decision making process and this notion was supported by comments 
made by some respondents who stated:

‘I think all it has done has to create more and more accidents as a lot of the experienced drivers are leaving the 
industry because of some of the ludicrous rules and regulations are driving them out of the industry’; and 
‘cor (sic) is currently legislation that is rarely enacted on. If it were to be enacted on more often then (sic) 
it would make a positive impact’; and 
‘Some people try to do the right thing but others still don’t get what safety is all about’.

4.3 Compliance

Figure 7 shows the intensity of attitudes towards ‘Compliance’ themed statements.



Figure 7: Intensity of attitude towards Compliance themed statements by participant groups

This Compliance theme produced a consistency of attitude from the entire cohort, who either agreed or were 
undecided with regard to the statements in this theme, with no respondents disagreeing. This was represented in the 
scores to the statement ‘if there is an opportunity to avoid compliance with the Chain of Responsibility legislation, I 
would take it’ with Management (mean score of 1.60) and CoR Parties (1.60). However, there were several comments 
that seem to contradict their responses to the statements in this theme. For example, some respondents stated:

‘Sometimes to get the job done because there is not a lot of profit in most of the transport industry so you need 
to get it done to survive. Politicians won’t sort out minimum pay rates after many inquiries they fail us and there 
answer just to fine us’;
‘Yes or you get sacked and left with no job so you dodgy up the log book’;
‘It's safety first till it costs money’;
‘Some people don’t have a choice but to not comply, when there’s drivers coming here from o/s and working for 
peanuts driving wages and rates down’;
‘Many still flaunt the rules in the name of profit’;
‘The unacceptable and often unpaid waiting times at many shipping and receivers still forces drivers into a 
position of feeling it may be necessary to break fatigue regulation in order to not lose wages, this by way of lost 
loads due to having to push timeslots/appointments out to meet chain of responsibility legislation’; and
Many owner drivers struggle to make profits in the industry due to terrible freight rates and rates of pay’.

Yet their responses to the applicable statements were inconsistent with these sentiments. The comments imply there 
are other influencing factors in the heavy vehicle transport industry that may force some to be non-compliant, 
contradicting the intensity of attitude to this statement in the survey.

Jones (2013) identified that economics was a key reason why non-compliance to the heavy vehicle law occurred. Jones 
noted that the economic reality of the industry encouraged non-compliance, with temptations compounded by the 
structure of the industry.  This is supported by Quinlan et al. (2006), Wright & Quinlan (2008), Stevenson et al. (2010) 
and Walker (2012) who cited economic pressures, compensation methods, freights rates, pay structures and increased 
demands on heavy vehicle drivers causing them to be non-compliant with the road rules and take risks that they 
otherwise would not take. In addition, Jones (2013) identified there were clear links between non-compliance, which 
was attributed to a lack of understanding of the complex laws and compliance responsibilities, and   undesirable safety 
outcomes.

4.4 Consequence

There were two statements that were aligned to the ‘Consequence’ theme, as shown in Figure 8.



Figure 8: Intensity of attitude towards Consequence themed statements by participant groups

Responses to the statements in this theme showed a consistent intensity of attitude in disagreement with the two 
statements. For the first statement the intensity of attitude suggested that complying with the Chain of Responsibility 
comes before financial considerations. The mean scores were Drivers (2.76), Management (2.20), Safety Personnel 
(2.61), Industry Representatives (2.13), Regulator (2.00) and CoR Parties (2.00).

However, there were free text comments that also suggested a number of respondents disagreed with the intent of the 
statements. Several comments were opposed to the scores provided by the respondents to the statement suggesting 
there is a disconnect and a difference of attitudes. For example, as one respondent stated: ‘I’m not doing this job for 
love, money always overpowers safety. You want safety make the driver rates and conditions match safety’; and 
another stated: ‘Ask yourself that question and seriously think about it say no to your boss or the company that puts 
food on your table’.

For the second statement the groups responses resulted in the following scores: Management (mean score of 1.95), 
Industry Representatives (1.88) and CoR Parties (1.87) suggesting they are concerned about the ‘Chain of 
Responsibility’ legislation. This concern was supported by comments such as:

‘Absolutely petrified to consequences involved in breaching legislation, as it would affect my business’ and 
‘I am very concerned but I need to earn a living and to keep up maintaining gear’ and 
‘Yes I am because when something major happens it’s the driver fined and or imprisoned it’s his lively hood and 
mental health affected we are the scape goats’.
However, there were some free text comments made by respondents that contradicted this sentiment. For 
example, some comments were: 



‘daily have been told to break most laws for fatigue to overloading and drive unroadworthy trucks’; 
‘I'll be answering to consequences whether I want to or not. If I don't defend myself, others may just find it 
easier to pass the blame and therefore load any consequences directly onto me’. 

Other concerns raised by respondents included being pressured to complete work and concern that ‘fines are 
excessive’, and ‘being blamed for the actions of others’. 

It is evident that there is conflict between the responses to the statements in this theme and the respondent’s free 
text comments suggesting some respondents may actually harbour opinions that financial considerations outweigh 
Chain of Responsibility compliance. Indeed, previous research by Quinlan (2001) suggested there is an increase in risk 
taking by drivers caused by the economic demands, intense competition of the industry and the financial impacts 
created by unrealistic freight rates, pay structures and client demands. Financial viability and surviving were key 
motivating factors for drivers who were prepared to be non-complaint and not concerned with the consequences of 
breaching legislation (Snyder 2012, Edwards et al. 2014).

4.5 Investigations

There are five statements in the Investigation theme as shown in Figure 9.



Figure 9: Intensity of attitude towards Investigation themed statements by participant groups

Survey responses to the theme ‘Investigations’ elicited strong intensity of attitude from Safety Personnel and Drivers 
to all statements within this theme.  To highlight this point in response to the statement suggesting the ‘industry 
needs to have an independent national heavy vehicle crash investigation agency to investigate heavy vehicle crashes’, 
a mean score of 5.00 from Industry Representatives and 4.38 from Drivers resulted. CoR Parties (3.33), the Regulator 
(4.00), Safety Personnel (3.69) and Management (3.65) also supported the theme. 

Strong intensity of attitude was also captured towards the statement that ‘heavy vehicle drivers are blamed for heavy 
vehicle crashes’. Drivers responded with a mean score of 4.60 with strong support from Industry Representatives 
(4.75).  Management (4.40), Safety Personnel (4.26), Regulator (4.00) and CoR Parties (4.13) also all had a strong 
intensity of attitude towards this statement.  



Similar intensity of response was evident in relation to the statement ‘Regulators must do more to investigate and 
properly analyse the cause of a heavy vehicle fatal crash’ with Drivers (4.30), Safety Personnel (4.50), Industry 
Representatives (4.88), Regulator (4.00) and CoR Parties (4.07) all strongly agreeing.

This pattern continued in the remaining statements which made this theme the most strongly supported across the 
entire survey.  This would suggest consistent concern across the heavy vehicle transport industry that ‘Investigations’
must be improved for there to be better safety outcomes. The free text comments in this theme expressed the 
frustration and support the intensity of attitude:

‘All contributing factors are often over looked’; and ‘Too much focus on the driver not enough on the company's 
practices’;
‘ Drivers are blamed all too often, investigations don't dig deeply enough’; 
‘Always.....and it is true, when the driver is at fault..... but Why? nobody is asking Why! ‘; 
‘As always, those that are least able to defend themselves are the ones that end up being punished the hardest, 
that is, the truck driver's’; 
‘They (drivers) are the first to get blamed even when 'its not their fault’; and 
‘That has been said at so many meetings and conferences it is an accepted fact. Roadside enforcement officers 
often have a bias against truck drivers which they happily state’.

Despite contemporary research identifying many factors influencing driver behaviours and leading to heavy vehicle 
crashes (for example, Jones 2013; Mooren 2015), studies have identified that investigations have focused 
predominantly on blaming the driver, which has shifted the lens away from other underlying causes. Indeed, this is 
consistent with the findings of a number of authors (Quinlan 2001; Driscoll 2003; Newnam & Goode 2015; Newnam et 
al. 2017; Cikara et al. 2020a, Cikara et al. 2020b) who that argue heavy vehicle drivers are always invariably blamed 
for heavy vehicle crashes. This is clearly evident in the comments made by respondents such as: 

‘Media and police always blame drivers until an investigation proves otherwise.... I speak from experience’; and
‘They (the drivers) are the first to get blamed even when its not their fault’.

Additionally, studies have identified several factors that have impacted on the quality of heavy vehicle crash 
investigations. Grabowski et al. (2009) and Salmon & Lenne (2009) found there was a need to improve the quality, 
type and detail of data captured and that the quality of investigations was influenced by the expertise and experience 
of those gathering the data, informed biases and preconceptions (Delaney et al. 2020).  Previous studies into the 
causation factors of heavy vehicle fatal crashes concluded there is the need to develop a domain specific investigative 
methodology to identify the underlying causes contributing to heavy vehicle crashes (Brodie et al. 2009; Salmon et al. 
2010; Salmon et al. 2012; Newnam & Goode 2015; Newnam et al. 2017; Cikara et al. 2020a; Cikara et al. 2020b). 

Driscoll (2003) has identified that limited investigative resources and a lack of standard investigation approaches 
impedes the investigative process and information gathering. In other safety-critical domains, such as aviation, rail and 
maritime, safety has been improved through the application of a contextually structured and theoretically underpinned 
crash analysis investigation methodologies (Sheridan 2008; Cassano-Piche et al. 2009; Dell 2019). Brodie et al. 2010, 
Newnam et al. (2017) and Cikara et al. (2020b) argue that the application of a comprehensive systematic investigative 
process is required to identify underlying causes of heavy vehicle crashes. To achieve this an independent national 
heavy vehicle crash investigation agency is required.

It is again worth noting that in this study one anomaly seems to be the attitude of the Regulator in relation to the 
statement ‘investigations into heavy vehicle crashes are not properly conducted’ (mean score of 2.00). The Regulator 
clearly considered that investigations into heavy vehicle fatal crashes are presently satisfactory.  There is a need for 
further research to understand this apparent disconnect and explore the underlying reasons, inherent biases and 



conflicting objectives, for the differences of opinion between the Regulator and the industry.

5.     Conclusions and recommendations
This study captured the perceptions and opinions of heavy vehicle transport industry Drivers, CoR Parties, Industry 
Representatives, Management, Safety Personnel and Regulators.  The study included 20 statements that were grouped 
into five themes - Legislation, Influence, Compliance, Consequence and Investigations. Investigations received the 
greater collective intensity of attitude with the number one issue being that heavy vehicle drivers are always invariably 
blamed for crashes. Second was that Regulators must do more to investigate and properly analyse the cause of a 
heavy vehicle fatal crash. Third was that the industry needs to have an independent national heavy vehicle crash 
investigation agency to investigate heavy vehicle crashes. 

The study found that heavy vehicle drivers are blamed for heavy vehicle crashes and that there is a need to 
investigate and properly analyse the underlying causes of such crashes. This clearly suggests there is a need to 
improve heavy vehicle crash investigation methods. In addition, since there is currently no dedicated investigative 
agency for heavy vehicle crashes, the creation of an independent national heavy vehicle crash investigation agency 
would serve to focus on this domain. The findings of this study are supported by literature where it has been found 
that heavy vehicles drivers are blamed for crashes without further investigation being conducted to identify the 
underlying causes of the crashes. Changes are needed to improve the way investigations are conducted into these 
crashes so that the contributing factors and underlying causes can be identified. This study recommends changes to 
the investigation process and for there to be an independent Regulator who has the skills, experiences and 
competencies to conduct these investigations as well as having an investigation method that is consistent so that all 
investigations are investigated in the same manner.

Based on the intensity of attitudes of the respondents to this survey, the following conclusions are drawn, in 
decreasing order of intensity of attitude from the mean scores.

Conclusion 1: 

Heavy vehicle drivers are blamed for heavy vehicle crashes.

Recommendation 1: 

There is a need to establish and implement a standardised and consistent investigation methodology which takes all 
aspects of the heavy vehicle transport system into consideration beyond blaming the driver.

Conclusion 2: 

Regulators must do more to investigate and properly analyse the cause of a heavy vehicle fatal crash. 

Recommendation 2: 

There is a need to ensure heavy vehicle crash investigators have heavy vehicle transport industry knowledge so that 
they can understand the complexities of the context within which heavy vehicle drivers operate. 

Conclusion 3: 

The industry needs to have an independent national heavy vehicle crash investigation agency to investigate heavy 
vehicle crashes.



Recommendation 3: 

An independent national heavy vehicle investigation agency will help to ensure consistency and quality of 
investigations.

Conclusion 4: 

The Chain of Responsibility legislation should be harmonised nationally.

Recommendation 4:

The Heavy Vehicle National Law and the Compliance and Enforcement legislation must be harmonised to ensure a 
balanced and consistent approach to legislating the heavy vehicle transport industry across Australia. 

Conclusion 5: 

The Chain of Responsibility legislation is important to you and your own safety on the road.

Recommendation 5:

Lessons learnt from all investigations be disseminated throughout the heavy vehicle transport industry via a central 
point of reference such as an independent national heavy vehicle investigation agency so that the importance of all 
findings is communicated to the entire industry.

Conclusion 6:

Investigations into heavy vehicle fatal crashes are not properly conducted.

Recommendation 6: 

Training for investigators in the specialised investigative methodology is needed to ensure consistency in how heavy 
vehicle crashes are investigated.

6.     Limitations
There was variation in the number of respondents in each group. i.e., there was only one respondent in the Regulator 
Group, eight respondents in the Industry Representative group, 15 respondents in the CoR Parties group, 40 in the 
Safety Personnel group and 230 in the Driver group. Therefore, it is possible that the intensity of opinion in the smaller 
groups may be skewed compared to the entire population of those groups. Further research is needed with a broader 
participant pool to explore these issues further and with more confidence.
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