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Abstract: Delivery drivers were classified as a key worker group during the 1st UK COVID-19 lock-
down. Whilst those delivering essential goods had their permitted driving hours extended, others
employed by the hospitality sector were placed on the Government’s job retention scheme (fur-
lough). This study investigated the differences in this situation (furlough vs non-furlough) on life-
style health-related behaviours and mental health symptoms in a sample of UK-based truck drivers
using an online survey complete by 89 participants (40% response rate from those invited, mean
age: 51 years, BMI: 29.8 kg/m? 100% male). 43 (48%) reported being furloughed. Furloughed driv-
ers reported a longer sleep duration (mean+SD: 7.5+1.3 vs 6.3+0.8 hours/night, p<.001), an increased
frequency of spending time in nature (2.5+1.1 vs 1.6+1.4 times/week, p<.05) and were more likely to
engage in a new form of physical activity compared to non-furloughed drivers (18% vs 7%, p<.005).
No differences in anxiety and depression symptoms, or alcohol intake, were observed between
groups (p>.05). A higher proportion of positive lifestyle behavioural choices were made in fur-
loughed drivers during the lockdown, which if sustained, could lead to health improvements in this
traditionally at-risk occupational group.
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1. Introduction

The spread of the SARS — CoV-2 virus led the UK government to employ unprece-
dented measures such as self-isolation, restrictions on social distancing and limitations on
the movement of the population. In March 2020, the national lockdown was announced
to slow the spread of the disease and to protect the NHS’s ability to cope and save lives.

To support employers whose operations were severely affected by the COVID-19
lockdown, the UK government introduced the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (Fur-
lough) to provide financial support to businesses and to protect the economy. The fur-
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lough scheme allows employers to place their employees on a temporary leave but retain
oy them on the payroll for the period of leave. It provides funds for the employers (busi-
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tion of the enforcement of EU drivers” hours rules in England, Scotland, and Wales during
the 1st UK COVID-19 lockdown. The relaxation in the UK driving rules allowed drivers,
who were delivering essential goods, to extend their permitted driving hours, up to a
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maximum of 55 hours/week [4]. However, other drivers employed by the hospitality sec-
tor were placed on the Government’s job retention scheme (furlough). The primary pur-
pose of this study was to explore the differences in lifestyle health-related behaviours and
mental health symptoms between furloughed and non-furloughed truck drivers.

2. Methods

An online ‘COVID-19’ survey (distributed by the ‘Online Surveys’ platform) was ad-
ministered to long-haul truck drivers (between May and July 2020) participating in the
ongoing ‘Structured Health Intervention For Truckers (SHIFT)’ trial which is a random-
ised controlled trial evaluating the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of a lifestyle-be-
havioural health intervention delivered within the workplace setting of a large logistics
company [5]. Overall, 386 truck drivers were enrolled in the trial, recruited across 25 de-
pots throughout the Midlands region of the UK, from our partner logistics organisation.

Of the 220 participants who remained in the trial at the start of the pandemic, 89 (40%
response rate from those invited, mean age: 51 years, BMI: 29.8 kg/m?, 100% male) com-
pleted the COVID-19 questionnaire. Participants self-reported their weight (Kg), number
of years worked as a heavy goods vehicle driver, furlough status, sleep duration
(hours/day) in the past 14 days, alcohol intake frequency, alcohol consumption
(units/day), fruit and vegetable consumption (portions/day), frequency of spending time
in nature and whether they had engaged in any new forms of physical activity since the
COVID-19 lockdown. Symptoms of anxiety and depression were assessed using the Hos-
pital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) [6]. BMI was estimated using participants’
height measured at baseline and their self-reported weight in the COVID-19 question-
naire. Further details about all measures taken at baseline are reported elsewhere [5].

2.1. Statistical Analysis

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test was used to check variables for normal distribution
using IMB SPSS Statistics (version 27). Descriptive statistics were produced for demo-
graphic and behavioural variables. Between group comparisons (furloughed drivers ver-
sus non-furloughed drivers) were undertaken using Chi-squared tests for categorical var-
iables, independent samples t-tests for normally distributed variables and Mann-Whitney
U tests for non-parametric data.

3. Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics summarising the demographic characteristics, lifestyle behaviours and
mental health symptoms of participants according to their furlough status are shown in Table 1.
43 participants (48% of respondents) reported being furloughed during the first UK national lock-
down. Furloughed and non-furloughed drivers did not differ significantly in terms of their age
or duration working as a heavy goods vehicle driver (Table 1). BMI was significantly higher in
furloughed drivers. Furloughed drivers also reported a significantly longer sleep duration over
the past 14 days, a higher frequency of fruit and vegetable intake, a higher frequency of spending
time in nature, and were more likely to report trying a new form of physical activity, in compari-
son to non-furloughed drivers (Table 1). The most common new forms of physical activity re-
ported included: cycling, walking, gardening, running, weights at home, boxing, exercise at home,
and DIY. Reported alcohol intake did not differ between the two groups, nor did reported Scheme
1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and demographic characteristics of the participants stratified be-
tween furloughed and non-furloughed drivers.

Furloughed  Non-furloughed Differences between

(n=43) (n=46) groups (p value)
N Mean + SD / number (%)
Age (years) 89 52.1+8.0 50.0+9.7 p>.05*
Weight (kg) 82 96.0+154 902+11.1 p>.05*
BMI estimate (kg/m?) 89 28.9+8.0 24.6 +10.2 p <.05*

HGYV duration (years) 89 17.5+£10.2 18.8 +11.1 p>.05
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Sleep duration (hours/day) 88 7.5+1.29 6.3+0.83 p <.001
Nature frequency (times/week) 89 25+1.12 1.6+14 p<.05
Alcohol consumption 89 23+14 27+14 p>.05
Alcohol intake frequency 89 32+1.0 3.0+0.9 p>.05

Portion of fruit & vegetables/day 40 45+23 3.2+1.42 p <.05*
Anxiety 89 3.5 (48%) 4.3 (52%) p>.05
Depression 89 3.0 (48%) 3.4 (52%) p>.05

NEW form of PA Yes 23 16 (18%) 7 (7.0%) p<.05**

* data were normally distributed; p value denotes the results of the independent samples t-test. P
values without a * denote the findings from Mann-Whitney U tests, as these variables were not
normally distributed. ** denotes the findings from Chi-squared tests.

This research is the first to investigate the impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on truck
drivers who have been furloughed for at least one month during the 1st UK national lock-
down. The findings suggest that furloughed truck drivers made positive health-related
behavioural choices during the first UK COVID-19 lockdown in May-July 2020. They re-
ported sleeping longer, spending time in nature more frequently, eating more portions of
fruits and vegetables on a daily basis and were more likely to engage in a new form of
physical activity compare to non-furloughed drivers. This study is the first to observe that
the COVID-19 furlough scheme may have had a positive impact on the lifestyle health-
related behaviours of furloughed employees. However, further investigation is needed to
understand whether these positive behavioural choices are sustained.

Compared to other occupational groups, truck drivers have a significantly lower life
expectancy [7, 8] attributed to their working conditions which impact opportunities to
engage in healthy lifestyle behaviours [9, 10, 11]. Sleep deprivation and psychological
stress due to long working hours with irregular working patterns and pressure to meet
delivery schedules have also been reported [12]. These studies indicate that the workplace
plays a vital role in truck drivers” health [3]. The present findings are of relevance to em-
ployers in that they suggest that in the absence of workplace restrictions, furloughed driv-
ers were more likely to make positive lifestyle choices compared to non-furloughed driv-
ers, suggesting a willingness of employees to improve their lifestyle-related health behav-
iours. The incorporation of low-cost lifestyle behaviour interventions within the work-
place environments of truck drivers should be treated as a priority to enable positive be-
haviours (e.g., fruit and vegetable intake, increased activity) to be sustained in those in-
creasing these behaviours whilst on furlough, and also to provide drivers (not furloughed)
with opportunities to improve such important health enhancing behaviours.

4. Conclusions

This study shows that a higher proportion of positive lifestyle behavioural choices
were made in furloughed drivers, which if sustained, could lead to health improvements
in this traditionally at-risk occupational group during the first UK COVID-19 lockdown
in May-July 2020.
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