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For teens who’ve had a concussion, resuming contact sports is discouraged until they’ve 

healed. 

But should they be driving? 

A Spartanburg doctor, along with the Clemson University International Center for 

Automotive Research, hopes to find the answer to that and other questions as part of a 

pilot study of teens and young adults who’ve suffered the brain injuries. 

“I have patients who are concussed and there is poor data out there in terms of how I 

should be counseling them about driving,” said Dr. John Lucas, head of the Spartanburg 

Regional Healthcare System’s Sports Medicine Institute. 

“The No. 1 killer of teens is motor vehicle accidents,” he told The Greenville News. “But 

there are no guidelines out there to determine if someone should be driving after 

concussions. Are they at risk?” 

A concussion is a traumatic brain injury caused by a blow or jolt to the head, or even a 

body blow that causes violent shaking of the brain. These injuries damage brain cells and 

can cause headache, blurry vision and fatigue, among other short-term symptoms. 

Lucas began thinking about concussions and driving during his sports medicine 

fellowship. 

“I was trying to figure out how to study this,” he said. “And we ended up having a meeting 

with some of the researchers at ICAR and basically it was an easy marriage of ideas.” 
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First, he said, the researchers are recruiting about 20 people between the ages of 15 to 

25 with a valid driver’s license who’ve also had a concussion within two weeks. 

Then they are asked to perform a series of tasks on a driving simulator to gauge whether 

they are experiencing any deficits, such as a slowing of hand-motor or foot-pedal reaction 

time or processing speed. 

For instance, he said, the simulator has them driving on a street when a green light 

suddenly turns red and they have to hit the brake. 

“There are a lot of things you need to be able to do to drive,” he said. “We have ways of 

measuring through the simulator how quickly that happened.” 

The simulator — which can also assess control, coordination, endurance, visual 

perception, information processing, attention, problem solving and more — was made 

possible by a grant from the Spartanburg Regional Foundation, he said. 

Clemson researchers, led by co-investigator Dr. Johnell Brooks, are designing the study 

and collating the findings. 

That information will then be compared to the test results of people who’ve had no 

injuries, he said. 

If they determine there are deficits, Lucas said, they next need to find out which 

concussed patients should not be driving. 

That might be done by testing eye movement to determine if the vestibular system, which 

is responsible for balance and spatial orientation, has been affected, he said. 

“A kid who gets hit on a Friday night — was he not feeling well and did he have a 

headache? Should he be driving?” he asked. “If the answer is no, when should he begin 

driving again?” 

Preliminary findings suggest there is reason to believe that concussions could lead to 

driving deficits, Lucas said, adding that results of the pilot study are expected in the next 

few months. 

“There is a trend toward some concern, but we’re not ready to release the data yet,” he 

said. “If we can show that, we would like to get funding and do a bigger study.” 

 


