The Fleet Risk Blind Spot

Idea In Short

Operations leaders should stop treating driver screening as an HR formality and start
managing it as a strategic risk control owned alongside the COO. The financial case is
direct:

commercial auto liability just closed its 14" consecutive year of underwriting losses,
jury awards in trucking cases have multiplied more than tenfold since 2010, and an
annual-only record check can leave a disqualifying violation undetected for up to
364 days

The fix is not a bigger compliance budget. It is migrating from a once-a-year paper snapshot
to continuous, event-based monitoring that feeds the same enterprise risk dashboards
already tracking supplier performance and cyber exposure. Regulators have already moved
this direction, tying a driver's credentials to real-time status checks rather than annual
paperwork. Operations leaders who wire driver screening into their resilience framework
now will avoid discovering the gap the expensive way, in a courtroom or a downgraded
safety rating.

Think about the last time your operations team genuinely examined driver risk, not as a box
checked during hiring, but as a lever that can keep a fleet profitable or send insurance costs

through the roof. If the honest answer is:

whenever HR runs the annual motor vehicle record (MVR) check
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that puts you in the majority, not the minority. Driver screening has a stubborn blind spot:

it is still treated as an HR formality even as liability exposure, nuclear verdicts, and
Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) enforcement turn it into a line-
of-business problem that belongs in the COO's playbook

The numbers tell a blunt story. Commercial auto insurance just suffered one of its worst loss
years on record, jury awards in trucking cases have multiplied more than tenfold since 2010,
and a single missed DUI can sit undetected for 364 days under an annual-check-only
approach.

For operations leaders, the shift from periodic compliance toward continuous, live-
driver monitoring is not a technology upgrade. It is a strategic control that feeds
directly into operational resilience.

The true cost of the blind spot

The red ink in commercial auto has become a permanent fixture. In 2024, the commercial
auto liability line booked a $6.4 billion underwriting loss, the 14th straight year of losses, and
average claim severity has more than doubled over the last nine years. Social inflation is a
documented driver of that trend rather than a talking point:

research from the Insurance Information Institute's Triple-l initiative found that

social inflation contributed roughly $30 billion more in commercial auto liability claim
payouts than expected between 2012 and 2021, on top of ordinary inflation.1

Carriers have responded with relentless rate hikes. The top 40 writers collected just over
$43 billion in direct written premiums last year, a 12.3% jump, but pricing still cannot outrun
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severity.

While insurance executives scramble, courtroom doors have swung wide open. Nuclear
verdicts against corporations reached an unprecedented scale in 2024, with 135 verdicts of
at least $10 million, the highest number on record according to Marathon Strategies' annual
tracking of large corporate jury awards.2 The median verdict climbed sharply, and multiple
cases crossed the billion-dollar mark. For trucking operations specifically, the pain runs
even sharper. The average jury award in a truck crash case rose from about $2.3 million in
2010 to $27.5 million between 2020 and 2023. Even more striking, cases that involved hours-
of-service violations or a documented history of driver violations resulted in plaintiff verdicts
at an overwhelming rate, according to Pearl Insurance, a brokerage that specializes in the
trucking industry.

Driven by this persistent unprofitability for insurers, trucking auto liability premiums have
risen sharply per mile over the past eight years, according to new research from the
American Transportation Research Institute (ATRI). These are not simply HR costs. They hit
fleet uptime, insurance renewals, and the balance sheet directly. When a commercial auto
liability bill jumps by a meaningful share every year, driver risk stops being a back-office
concern and becomes a material operational risk the C-suite cannot ignore, particularly in an

environment where regulators are also raising the bar.

The reqgulatory environment now demands real-time
awareness

The FMCSA is auditing more and finding more. In 2024, the large majority of on-site audits
uncovered at least one violation, with more than half flagging acute or critical issues capable
of denting a carrier's safety rating, and roughly a quarter ending in fines or other penalties.
Civil penalties from the agency reached tens of millions of dollars that same year, covering
everything from hours-of-service lapses to drug-and-alcohol testing failures. The baseline
requirement has existed for years:

under 49 CFR 391.25, carriers must request and review each driver's motor vehicle
record at least once every 12 months, examining accident history and serious traffic
violations as part of that review.3 Rulemaking has recently layered on fresh urgency
on top of that baseline
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Since November 18, 2024, a prohibited status in the FMCSA Drug and Alcohol
Clearinghouse triggers an automatic downgrade or denial of a commercial driver's license
(CDL) or commercial learner's permit, with state driver licensing agencies required to
remove commercial driving privileges the moment that status appears.4 By June 2025, all
medical examiner results had to be submitted electronically, making a driver's medical
certification a real-time concern instead of a once-a-year check. When a driver's card can
vanish overnight because of a Clearinghouse hit, operations cannot rely on a paper
snapshot pulled 11 months earlier.

Despite all this, confidence inside fleet operations remains startlingly low. Checkr's 2026
State of Screening Compliance Report for transportation found that 39% of transportation
HR professionals are still not completely confident their screening program complies with
every federal, state, and local regulation. That confidence gap is about more than
paperwork; it signals that compliance is maturing into a broader risk function across
industries. The 2025 Nasdaq Global Compliance Survey found that 33% of compliance
professionals now report directly to the chief risk officer, up sharply from 18% the year
before, and that 70% of firms plan to invest in artificial intelligence (Al) for compliance within
the next year.5 When compliance moves under the CRO's umbrella, driver screening
naturally follows. It stops being an HR silo and becomes part of the enterprise risk controls
the COO is expected to oversee, and the first question a CRO-minded leader will ask is how
much risk a fleet is carrying between those once-a-year checks.

Why annual checks fail as an operational control

Picture a driver who walks out with a clean MVR on July 1 and picks up a DUI that same
night. If the only check happens once a year, that violation will not surface until the following
July. For up to 364 days, the fleet is operating with an unqualified driver, and nobody knows
it. SambaSafety calls this the visibility gap, and it is not a theoretical concern; a documented
history of reckless, inattentive, or negligent driving measurably increases the likelihood of a

future crash.
The link between past behavior and future crashes runs even stronger in trucking

specifically. The American Transportation Research Institute's 2022 crash predictor model,
built on more than 580,000 driver records, found that having a prior crash lifted the odds of
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another one by 113%. Five behaviors, reckless driving, failure to signal, failure to yield right-
of-way, improper or erratic lane changes, and a prior crash, each pushed future crash
probability up over 100%. When an annual check misses a mid-cycle reckless driving ticket
or a failure-to-yield conviction, it leaves a known hazard in the driver pool for months at a
time.

Proactive screening, by contrast, demonstrably reduces risk. Federal analysis of carriers
using the FMCSA's Pre-Employment Screening Program (PSP) found that those carriers
achieved an 8% lower crash rate and a 17% lower driver out-of-service rate on average
compared with carriers that did not use it.6 That is concrete evidence that frequent, data-
driven driver reviews move the safety needle rather than simply satisfying a compliance
checkbox. An annual MVR snhapshot is, at best, a paper shield that freezes a single moment
in time while real-world risk keeps accumulating underneath it. The operations takeaway is

direct:

migrating from an annual pull to continuous, event-based monitoring can turn a
compliance artifact into an active risk control

From annual shapshot to continuous monitoring

Forward-leaning operations teams are replacing the once-a-year MVR tradition with
continuous monitoring systems that alert employers in near real time when a driver's license
status changes or a new violation lands. The switch is not just about catching bad news
sooner; it reshapes how fleets manage day-to-day risk. Pre-adoption pain is common in this
transition. In a survey of customers by Embark Safety, 28% of fleets said they struggled to
track driver behavior before implementing MVR monitoring, and 25% had compliance issues
as a direct result.

Adopting continuous monitoring helps prevent future compliance violations tied to driver
documentation by streamlining audit and monitoring of updated driver records. Meanwhile,

the financial case is straightforward:

on-the-job vehicle accidents cost U.S. employers heavily every year in medical bills,
repairs, legal fees, and lost operating time, costs that proactive monitoring is
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specifically designed to reduce

Technology is making it easier to close the visibility gap without overwhelming safety teams.
Platforms like Checkr now deliver an MVR check service that automatically triggers a full
report in real time rather than waiting for a scheduled pull.

Speed matters here for a second reason beyond safety. In an industry where driver turnover
has remained high, averaging 90% in some sectors, a frictionless, fast screening process
keeps qualified candidates engaged and gets them behind the wheel before a competitor
hires them away instead. When real-time alerts replace intermittent calendar reminders,
MVR data stops being an HR deadline and becomes a live operational feed capable of
populating safety dashboards and risk governance meetings alike.

Embedding driver screening into the broader resilience
framework

The Baldrige Excellence Framework signals that resilience must be measured alongside
efficiency, and as the Baldrige Excellence Framework requires, organizations should assess
whether their key operational processes can withstand shocks. Driver screening is a
textbook example of exactly that kind of process. For any fleet-dependent supply chain, a
single disqualified driver can trigger a cascade of missed deliveries, contract penalties, and
reputational damage that extends well beyond the individual incident.

Continuous MVR data does not have to live in a standalone portal disconnected from
everything else a company tracks. It can feed the same enterprise risk management
systems that already monitor supplier performance, cyber risk, and regulatory compliance.
When the COO can view driver risk as just another key performance indicator (KPI) on a
resilience dashboard, sitting alongside inventory buffer levels or supplier lead-time volatility,
it becomes possible to make trade-offs with the same rigor already used for other
operational exposures.

This cross-functional governance also aligns with the broader compliance-to-CRO shift
described earlier. As compliance functions mature and move under the risk officer, driver
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screening can finally break free of its HR silo and become a shared accountability among
operations, safety, and risk teams. That shift strengthens first-line defenses and changes
the operating conversation from "are we compliant this month" to "how resilient is our fleet
risk posture right now."

Caveats and counterpoints

Continuous monitoring brings its own demands, and no control comes without messy edges.
False positives and alert fatigue can swamp a lean safety team if there is no intelligent triage
or clear escalation path built in from the start. Technology alone will not save an operation;
skilled human oversight is still needed to interpret ambiguous alerts and run a fair, compliant
adverse-action process, since getting that process wrong can create legal exposure of its
own.

For smaller fleets, the price tag of a continuous monitoring platform can feel steep, though it
should be weighed against the ongoing cost of on-the-job accidents that proactive
monitoring has been shown to help reduce. Regulatory risk does not vanish either. Fast-
changing state and local screening laws still require constant vigilance, and it is sobering
that a meaningful share of transportation HR professionals, 39% by Checkr's most recent
count, still are not fully confident their policy meets every applicable regulation. None of this
makes continuous monitoring a bad idea. It simply means implementation needs to be
thoughtful, supported by real governance, and built for the humans running it, not just the
dashboards displaying it.

* 1Social inflation contributed to $30B increase in commercial auto costs, paper finds

e 2Corporate verdicts go thermonuclear: 2025 edition

e 349 CFR 391.25: annual inquiry and review of driving record

e 4Drug and alcohol clearinghouse: CDL downgrades

e 52025 Nasdaqg Global Compliance Survey: greatest challenges and compliance's
seat at the table

e 6Pre-employment screening program facts

Summary

Commercial auto losses, nuclear verdicts, and heightened federal enforcement have made
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driver screening a risk no operations leader can afford to delegate to a once-a-year HR task.
The annual record check leaves a visibility gap that is difficult to defend in court or on a
safety scorecard, while continuous monitoring, integrated into a broader resilience
framework, closes that gap and gives operations leaders a proactive control that catches
violations before they become catastrophes. None of this makes continuous monitoring a
simple switch to flip; it demands governance, human oversight of ambiguous alerts, and a
fair, compliant adverse-action process. The organizations that hold up best will be the ones
treating driver screening as a strategic lever, embedded into governance, risk, and
compliance architecture rather than left to an annual calendar reminder. Nothing less holds
up when a plaintiff's attorney or an auditor asks what the fleet knew and when.
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