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BACKGROUND
Over the past 15 years, the trucking industry has
periodically struggled with a shortage of truck
drivers.1 The first shortage during this period was
documented in a 2005 report. At that time, the
shortage was roughly 20,000. During the last
recession starting in 2008, the driver shortage was
eliminated as industry volumes plummeted, resulting
in fewer drivers needed. However, as industry
volumes began to recover in 2011, the shortage
slowly returned. The driver market continued to
tighten and the shortage skyrocketed to 38,000 by
2014.
There are many reasons for the current driver
shortage, but one of the largest factors is the
relatively high average age of the existing workforce.
The current average driver age in the OTR (Over-theRoad) TL (Truckload) industry is 49. In addition, the
industry has historically struggled to attract all
segments of the population as just 5.8% of truck
drivers are women. This share has been essentially
unchanged over time. Conversely, today 38.6% of
drivers are minorities, which has jumped 12
percentage points from 26.6% in 2001.

“I’ve been in the business 34 years, and I’ve
never seen the driver situation like it is
today…Typically, if we have freight, we can
expand. We can’t grow now because of
drivers. For the second year in a row, we
are projecting zero growth.”
-Dave Rusch, CEO of CRST International in
Cedar Rapids, Iowa
“A significant amount of freight is being
turned down…We’ve looked at acquisitions
because we can’t grow organically.”
-Robert Ragan, Chief Financial Officer,
Melton Truck Lines in Tulsa, Okla.
Source: Transport Topics, July 14, 2014

Today, motor carriers2 struggle to find enough qualified drivers, which makes the shortage
“feel” much worse than the numbers in this report. Many carriers, despite being short drivers,
are highly selective in hiring drivers because they have made safety and professionalism high
priorities.
The effects of the driver shortage can be felt throughout the economy, as 68.9% of all freight
tonnage is moved on the nation’s highways. Specifically, according to the American
Transportation Research Institute (ATRI), 34% of trucking’s operational costs per mile is driver
pay,3 which, with the recent drop in fuel prices, is quickly putting driver pay as the largest
operational cost. And as driver pay increases due to the shortage, it has a significant impact on
fleets. Additionally, as volumes increase, the existing driver pool is only more strained.
1

In this report, the term “truck drivers” refers to Class 8 tractor-trailer drivers, a subset of the more than 3 million
truck drivers in the U.S.
2
Throughout this report, the terms “motor carrier”, “carrier”, “trucking company”, and “fleet” are used
interchangeably.
3
ATRI, An Analysis of the Operational Costs of Trucking (www.atri-online.org)
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KEY FINDINGS


In 2014, the trucking industry was short 38,000 drivers. The shortage is expected to reach
nearly 48,000 by the end of 2015.



If the current trend holds, the shortage may balloon to almost 175,000 by 2024.



This analysis does not consider the impact of specific regulations, such as the
implementation of electronic logging devices for truck driver hours-of-service recording.
Instead, it simply demonstrates the difference between expected supply of drivers (using
demographic and population data) and the demand for drivers (which accounts for industry
growth and replacing aging drivers).



The truck driver shortage probably
seems much worse to motor
carriers than the current figures
suggest because of a quality versus
quantity issue. Many carriers have
strict hiring criteria based on driving
history, experience and other
factors. As a result, despite receiving
applications for employment, motor
carriers are finding few eligible candidates, which is a quality issue. In 2012, 88% of fleets
said that most applicants were simply not qualified.4 The cost of lowering hiring standards
can be significant in the long run when accounting for increased insurance premiums and
accidents. This analysis does not take into account the quality of applicants.



The truck driver shortage and driver turnover rates, which are running high in the for-hire
truckload industry, are not the same. Turnover is a reflection of demand for drivers, with
higher rates generally indicating strong demand for drivers. The vast majority of driver
turnover is churn in the industry – drivers going from one carrier to another. As demand for
drivers increases, trucking companies try to take drivers from other carriers by offering signon bonuses, newer trucks, and better routes. However, the shortage is calculated in a
completely different manner and churn in the industry is not included in the shortage
calculation.



Over the next decade, the trucking industry will need to hire a total 890,000 new drivers, or
an average of 89,000 per year. Replacing retiring truck drivers will be by far the largest
factor, accounting for nearly half of new driver hires (45%). The second largest factor will be
industry growth, accounting for 33% of new driver hires.

4

ATA Benchmarking Guide for Driver Recruitment & Retention
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METHODOLOGY
The difficulty in calculating the driver shortage is one cannot simply survey motor carriers for
the number of drivers5 that they need and sum them up because this would lead to a much
inflated number. Today, nearly all motor carriers would hire additional drivers to meet
increased demand from customers, if they could. The problem is that many trucking companies
are competing for the same freight.
Here is an example highlighting this point: Motor Carrier A could add 10 new drivers to haul
extra freight that Shipper X has but cannot due to lack of driver capacity. As a result, Shipper X
asks Carrier B to haul the freight instead. Since Carrier B cannot haul it as well, they too are
looking for 10 additional drivers. If you survey Carriers A and B, you could project that the
shortage is 20 drivers. However, if either Carrier A or Carrier B finds those 10 drivers, the
demand for the other 10 goes away. Thus, the real shortage is 10 drivers.
Therefore, we do not survey motor carriers when estimating the driver shortage. Instead, we
use demographic driver data, population growth by age data, tractor counts, and projected
economic and industry growth information to model and forecast the truck driver shortage.
One of the most
important steps in
this process is to
determine
what
data should be
included for truck
drivers
and
commercial trucks.
While some local
delivery companies
might
have
difficulty in finding
truck drivers, the
bulk of the driver shortage is for over-the-road (i.e., non-local) drivers operating heavy-duty
tractor-trailers (i.e., Class 8 tractors).6 Therefore, this analysis is for drivers of tractor-trailers.
5

This analysis includes both employee drivers and independent contractors. However, data limitations prevent us
from separating out these two types.
6

Of the 7.1 million people employed throughout the economy in jobs related to trucking activity, 3.4 million were
truck drivers in 2014. There are over 10 million CDL (Commercial Driver’s License) holders in the U.S., but most are
not current drivers and not all are truck drivers. There are between 2.5 million and 3 million trucks on the road
today that require a driver to have some sort of CDL. Of those trucks, 1.6 million are tractor-trailers. Of those
tractor-trailers, no more than 800,000 are used in OTR (i.e., non-local) operations.
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Calculating the driver shortage generally requires two steps: first, determining current demand
for drivers of Class 8 tractors in order to project that demand in the future based on expected
industry growth and then calculating and forecasting the supply of truck drivers. Here, we
utilize Census Bureau data on the industry employment, civilian labor force numbers, and
demographic data regarding age and gender. The Census Bureau projects growth in civilian
labor force by age and gender.
After calculating both the demand and supply of drivers, we match up the two to determine the
surplus, or most often, shortage of drivers. It is important to note that this analysis assumes no
changes in regulations, including changes in the age requirement for driving an interstate
tractor-trailer, which is currently 21 years old. Changes to regulations, including age
requirements or productivity changing regulations, like truck driver hours-of-service rules,
would impact this analysis.
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