
 

Study explores whether it's safe to drive after
concussion symptoms resolve
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Associate professor Julianne Schmidt (right) and Emily Miller, a graduate
student in the department of kinesiology, demonstrate the driving simulator in
the UGA Concussion Research Laboratory. Credit: Cassie Wright

The effects a concussion has on driving a vehicle may continue to linger
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even after the symptoms disappear, according to a new study by
University of Georgia researchers. 

Julianne Schmidt, associate professor in the UGA College of Education's
department of kinesiology and lead author of the study, said even though
participants felt like they had recovered from their concussion, they
were still likely to drive erratically while using a driving simulator-at
times similar to someone driving under the influence of alcohol.

"They had less vehicle control while they were doing the driving
simulation, and they swerved more within the lane," Schmidt said. "This
is a pretty large indicator of motor vehicle accident risk, and this is at a
time point when they are considered recovered."

The study, recently published by the Journal of Neurotrauma, included
14 college-age participants, all of whom were within 48 hours of no
longer feeling the effects of their concussion. It is the first study of its
kind to look into how a concussion impacts a person's ability to drive.

Typically, concussion research has focused on how the injury affects
athletes, Schmidt said. Before injured players can return to the field,
they must pass a series of tests to determine how well their brain is
functioning, even after concussion symptoms disappear. Before this
study, the issue of driving after a concussion has never come up-even
among athletes.

"In athletics, we don't restrict their driving before their symptoms
resolve. Often, people will get a concussion and drive home from the
event or practice that caused the concussion-there are no restrictions
there," said Schmidt. "Whereas, we would never let them go out on the
field or court; we're very strict about that."

This study, she said, implies that driving should be restricted at least
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until symptoms clear-and possibly after that. Schmidt said her research
team's next step is to determine more precisely when driving abilities
improve. The team also plans to come up with guidelines to help
determine when driving should be restricted.

But because the study showed that the effects of a concussion lasted
longer than its symptoms, Schmidt said the research has implications
beyond athletes.

"The driving simulation shows they are performing very differently on
the road compared to people who are not concussed, even after such 
symptoms resolve," she said. "We have very fine-tuned
recommendations for when a concussed individual is ready to return to
sport and the classroom, but we don't even mention driving in our
recommendations. And only 50 percent of people intend to restrict their
driving at any point following a concussion-which means that by the time
they are feeling better, they are almost certainly on the road." 

  More information: Julianne D. Schmidt et al. Driving after
Concussion: Is It Safe To Drive after Symptoms Resolve?, Journal of
Neurotrauma (2017). DOI: 10.1089/neu.2016.4668
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