
  

 

BEING A 

DEFENSIVE 

DRIVER 



  

 

BEING A 

DEFENSIVE DRIVER 

 

Introduction...................................... 1 

Plan and Prepare............................... 2 

A Defensive Attitude......................... 3 

Tailgating...........................................3 

Driven to Distractions........................ 4 

Practical Driving Procedures 

In the City................................ 5 

On the Freeway....................... 6 

In Rural Areas.......................... 7 

Summary.......................................... 8 

Quiz.................................................. 9 

 



  

 

Introduction 

Each year, millions of people are injured or disabled and thousands 

die in motor vehicle accidents.  In fact, motor vehicle accidents are 

the number one cause of employee injuries and deaths.  By driving 

defensively, most of these accidents could have been avoided. 

Since you have no control over other drivers, being a defensive 

driver can help you avoid dangers caused by other people’s bad 

driving.  A defensive driver should constantly be scanning for     

potential dangers.  It also means anticipating every possible       

situation so you are not caught unprepared.   

Some skills that put you in control and help you be a defensive 

driver are: 

 Stay focused 

 Stay alert 

 Watch out for the other guy 

You should also: 

 Make sure you and your vehicle are prepared for the road    

before getting in the car 

 Drive the posted speed limit 

 Never tailgate 

 Eliminate distractions—i.e. cell phones, texting, eating, etc. 

 Use appropriate driving procedures for the conditions, i.e. city, 

freeway and rural driving.  As well as 

weather conditions 
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Plan and Prepare 

You should always plan and prepare 

your trip.  Follow this safety       

checklist: 

 Plan your route and use land-

marks if that helps 

 Check the weather 

 Check under the vehicle for any leaks 

 Check the tires to ensure the tread depth meets or exceeds the 

legal minimum and tire pressure is correct 

 Make sure the battery, brakes, lights, cooling/heating systems, 

exhaust and electrical systems, belts and hoses are in great 

shape 

 Make sure your wiper blades are in good condition and that 

your wiper fluid reservoir is full 

 Test your turn signals, headlights and brake lights 

 Clean all windows, both inside and outside 

 Have a full tank of gas 

 Charge your cell phone for use in emergencies 

 Adjust your driver’s seat to allow space between you and the 

steering wheel.   

 Adjust the headrest so it is even with your ears 

 Always wear your seat belt 

 Adjust all mirrors so you can see out of each of them 

 Place your hands at 8 and 4 o’clock if the vehicle has an air bag 

and 10 and 2 o’clock if no air bag 

2 



  

 

Have A Defensive Attitude 

It is all about attitude when you are behind the wheel.  A driver’s 

negative attitude can lead to road rage, collisions, and even        

fatalities.  Drivers that let their egos and stubbornness take over 

are easy to spot—they are the one’s tailgating, changing lanes 

without looking, and speeding down the road.  A defensive driver 

is one who is confident and makes good decisions.  They have   

concern for their own safety as well as that of others on the road.  

Defensive drivers are not timid or overcautious but are also not 

quick to lose their patience or temper.  When driving to work, the 

best way to stay focused on driving is to listen to the local traffic 

reports instead of your favorite music. 

Tailgating 

Tailgating is following another vehicle too closely.  Typically it    

occurs when a driver has lost control of their emotions.  If you are 

being followed too closely, maintain the posted speed and change 

lanes.  If you are unable to change lanes, slow down enough to  

encourage the tailgater to go around you.   

Avoid being a tailgater yourself by following the three second rule.  

When the car in front of you drives past a sign, pole or road    

marker, you should reach the count of three before you pass the 

mark.  If the roadway is wet and rainy, increase the count to a four 

to five second safety gap.  In icy, snowy or foggy conditions,       

increase the count to ten seconds. 

This will improve your perception 

and reaction times.  The more 

space between the two vehicles, 

the more time they have to see a 

hazard and react safely. 
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Distracted Driving 

Distracted driving is anything that 

diverts a driver’s attention away 

from driving.  Each year thousands 

of people are killed in distracted 

driving crashes.  It is not just cell phones causing the distractions, 

laptops, GPS and video screens are also contributing to the        

distractions.  If you must make a phone call, pull over to the side of 

the road or into a parking lot—do not make the call while you are 

driving.  Other  distractions, to name a few, are:  texting, eating, 

drinking, reading, writing, and putting on make-up. 

Every day in the United States, there is a death every 51 minutes 

due to driving impaired.  The impairment can be due to drinking 

alcohol, illegal drugs, and prescription medication.  They all       

contribute to a drivers impairment.  Never assume that others are 

driving sober just because you are.  Driving under the influence 

accounts for approximately 5% of fatal motor vehicle accidents. 

Some of the signs that someone is driving under the influence are: 

 Hovering over two lanes 

 Weaving through traffic 

 Drifting 

 Driving too slowly 

 Braking erratically 

 Driving without headlights 

 Tailgating 

 Nearly hitting other vehicles or objects 

Never try to pass someone you suspect is driving under the        

influence.  Keep a safe distance from them.  If they are behind you, 

pull over and let them pass. 
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Practical Driving Tips 

Defensive driving techniques vary depending on whether you are 

driving in the city, on the freeway, or on rural roads. 

City Driving 

City driving can be challenging.  Be 

alert for one-way streets, two-way 

left turn center lanes, detours, 

parked vehicles, pedestrians,    

bicycles, motorcycles and school 

buses.  It is estimated that 75% of 

accidents occur in the city and 

nearly half of those are at intersections.  Slow down when driving 

in the city to give yourself time to react in a safe manner.  Never 

assume you have the right-of-way and approach all intersections 

with caution.   

There are people who do not like to wait for the crosswalk signal 

to indicate that they can cross the street, or they cross in the   

middle of the block.  When driving in the city, be cautious making 

turns around corners, watch for pedestrians both in and outside of 

the crosswalk. 

Scan the traffic and area ahead.  Look for potential traffic hazards 

and threats.  Leave enough space between you and other vehicles 

in case you need to maneuver around them.  You never know 

when situations may arise so be prepared for the unexpected.   

If you are going to be making a turn, get in the correct lane and 

signal at least 100 feet before the intersection.  Before making 

your turn, yield the right-of-way to oncoming vehicles and         

pedestrians. 
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Freeway Driving 

Freeway driving is somewhat safer to use than city streets since 

there is limited access.  You do not have to worry about cross 

traffic so you are able to drive at a faster speed.  But, you still need 

to watch for vehicles driving in your direction.  Be aware of sudden 

slowing, tailgating and those who frequently change lanes.   

When entering a freeway, use your turn signal, accelerate to the 

speed of traffic and merge only when it is safe to do so.  Make sure 

there is a safe gap between vehicles before you merge into traffic. 

Drive in the right-hand lane if you are driving at the minimum 

speed, driving slower than the flow of traffic, or you are exiting the 

freeway. 

If you are passing another vehicle or driving at the maximum speed 

limit, use the left-hand or middle lane.  Always use your turn signal 

when you are changing lanes.  Look in your mirrors and over your 

shoulder before changing lanes to ensure it is safe to do so. 

When you are ready to exit the freeway, plan ahead and move into 

the proper lane well in advance of the exit.  Exit signs are typically 

placed about 1,000 yards ahead of the exit turnoff.  Slow down to 

the posted speed on the exit ramp once you are on the ramp, not 

while you are still on the freeway. 

If you miss your exit, simply take the next exit and re-enter the 

freeway to proceed in the opposite direction.  Never attempt a 

drastic maneuver such as crossing multiple lanes or backing up on 

the freeway. 
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Rural Driving 

Driving in rural areas brings its 

own challenges and dangers.  

More than half of all fatal 

traffic accidents occur on rural 

roads and rural highways. 

Some of the hazards you may 

encounter include: 

 Unpaved, gravel or dirt roads 

 Unmarked driveways 

 High-speed cross traffic 

 Bushes and trees that obstruct the road or visibility 

 Narrow or soft shoulders (which may not be marked) 

 Livestock 

 Farm equipment 

 Slow-moving vehicles 

 Wildlife 

 Poor lighting 

 Curves and hills 

Since rural area roads tend to be more open, people feel like they 

have more control over how they drive.  For one thing there is not 

the congestion that you would find in city driving.  However, there 

are other hazards that come into play that can make it more dan-

gerous than driving in the city.  Speeding is a major contribution to 

fatalities that occur on rural roads and rural highways.  Do not 

speed no matter how open the road appears 
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Summary 

Driving defensively starts the minute you get behind the wheel and 

it can save your life.  Always wear your seat belt, it increases your 

chances of surviving a collision by 50%.  Stay calm and in control.  

Do not be overconfident  and maintain a safe following distance.  

Check your rear view mirror every 5 to 8 seconds for any hazards 

coming up behind you. 

Focus on the task at hand—driving.  Avoid things such as talking on 

the phone, texting, eating, and personal grooming.  Driver error 

accounts for approximately 80% of motor vehicle accidents in the 

United States. 

Be alert so you can respond quickly to potential hazards.  Not only 

your judgment but your response time can be adversely affected 

by driving tired or under the influence of alcohol, illegal drugs,  

over-the-counter medication and prescription drugs.  NEVER drive 

under the influence. 

Maintain an appropriate speed for the weather and road           

conditions.  As well as following the posted speed limit.  Slow 

down if the road surface is wet or if other dangerous conditions 

are present. 

Keep your vehicle well maintained and inspect it inside and out 

before any road trips.  Make sure you pre-plan your route before 

you leave. 

Always follow the practical driving procedures for the environment 

you are in. 
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 Quiz 

1. True     False      The number one cause of job-related       

   injuries and death are motor vehicle  

   accidents. 

2.  True False Wearing a seatbelt increases your chances 

   of surviving by more than 50% during colli-

   sions.  

3.  True False You should signal a minimum of 100 feet  

   before making a turn. 

4.  True False You should increase your following distance 

   when it is raining. 

5.  True  False You should maintain a three second distance 

   between you and the vehicle in front of you. 

6.  True False All of the following are defensive driving  

   techniques:  speeding up to avoid being  

   passed, making sure your tires are in good 

   condition, driving slow in the slow lane  

   when talking on your cellphone. 

7.  True False When you see a driver tailgating you, you  

   should change lanes to avoid them. 

8.  True False While driving to work, the best way to stay 

   focused on driving is to listen to your     

   favorite music. 

9.  True False You should check your rear view mirror      

   every 5 to 8 seconds. 

10.  True False You should look underneath your vehicle for 

   oil, water or brake fluid leaks before you  

   head out on the road. 

11.  True False If you miss your freeway exit, you should 

   back up and take the appropriate exit. 
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12. True False Driving under the influence accounts for      

   approximately 5% of fatal motor vehicle    

   accidents. 

13.  True False In the United States, driver error accounts 

   for approximately 80% of motor vehicle acci-

   dents. 

14.  True False When driving in snow, rain or fog you can  

   use the same three second rule. 

15.  True False Some defensive driving skills are: be alert, 

   stay focused and watch out for the other  

   driver. 

16.  True False Using a hand-free phone is not a distraction. 

17.  True False You should pass someone you suspect of  

   driving under the influence. 

18.  True False Driving defensively does not begin until you 

   are in traffic. 

19.  True False It is safe for you to drive fast in rural areas. 

20.  True False It is okay to tailgate if you are in a hurry. 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF TRAINING 

I have read and understand the training handbook, Being a Defensive 

Driver.  I have also completed and passed the comprehensive quiz at 

the conclusion of this handbook. 

____________________________________ _______________       

Employee’s Signature    Date 

____________________________________                            

Print Name      

NOTE:  This record may be included in the employee’s personnel or training file. 
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Please contact  

Safety Services  at: 

209/238-1632 or 209/238-1633 

If you have any questions or concerns. 


