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Safety Meeting 2015 #9 —
Avoiding a Jackknife

e hear about it all the time in 
traffic reports – “tractor-trail-
ers jackknifing on the high-

way.” Hearing those words so often, 
it’s difficult not to grow numb to them, 
but these kinds of crashes can be fatal 
and sadly, most are preventable if you 
know what it is, how it’s caused and 
what you can do to avoid one.

What Is a Jackknife?
Jackknifing refers to the danger-

ous situation in which a truck and its 
attached trailer get out of sync during 
towing to form an “L” – or worse – a 
“V” shape. The phrase “jackknife” gets 
its name from the shape the truck 
and the trailer create, which bears a 
resemblance to a knife whose blade 
folds into the handle. The physics of 
the incident start when a truck and 
trailer are in motion and the truck’s 
drive tires lose traction while the trail-
er continues on its original path and 
pushes the truck from behind un-
til the truck spins around and faces 
backwards. Jackknifes generally occur 
quickly, without notice and usually 
cause significant damage to the truck 
and the trailer.  

What Causes a Jackknife?
To know how to avoid jackknif-

ing, you need to understand why it 
happens. Although a few different 
factors could cause a vehicle and its 
trailer to jackknife, it usually comes 
down to a loss of traction or through 
a skid, which are often one and the 
same. By far the most common skid is 
one in which the rear wheels of your 
truck lose traction through excessive 
braking or acceleration. Skids caused 
by acceleration usually happen on ice 

or snow and taking your foot off the 
accelerator should easily stop them. 
Rear wheel braking skids occur when 
the rear drive wheels lock. In a bus or 
straight truck, the vehicle will slide 
sideways in a “spin out.” With vehi-
cles towing trailers (i.e., tow trucks), a 
drive-wheel skid can allow the trailer 
to push the towing vehicle sideways, 
causing a sudden jackknife. To avoid a 
jackknife, do the following to correct a 
drive-wheel braking skid: 

Stop Braking. This will let the rear 
wheels roll again and keep the rear 
wheels from sliding sideways.

Counter Steer. As a truck turns 
back on course, it has a tendency to 
keep on turning. Unless you turn the 
steering wheel quickly the other way, 
you may find yourself skidding in the 
opposite direction.

Learning to stay off the brake, turn 
the steering wheel quickly, push in 
the clutch, and counter steer in a skid 
takes a lot of discipline.  

Other Factors
There are several reasons why 

a truck and trailer might jackknife. 
Commonly they are: equipment fail-
ure, such as improper brake adjust-
ment, a loss of pedal pressure or brake 
failure; improper braking, such as 
when a truck tries to stop too abrupt-
ly; or adverse road conditions, such 
as sharp curves, low friction surfaces 
and weather conditions, which make 
the road slick (e.g., ice, rain or snow).

A few other ways jackknifing can 
occur are by downshifting, accelerat-
ing on a surface that is low in friction, 
engine retarders (e.g., Jake Brakes), 
or entering a curve too quickly for 
the truck to handle. In emergency 

circumstances, such as when a truck 
driver is braking to avoid hitting 
someone or a parked car, if the brakes 
are not applied properly – and if all 
the various components of the brak-
ing system are not in perfect working 
condition – the truck is likely to jack-
knife.

Tips to Avoid a Jackknife 
Keep a safe distance from other 

vehicles on the road (especially in wet 
or slippery conditions). 

Avoid decelerating at turns or 
bends. You should attempt to brake 
in a straight line prior to the turn. 
Speed can be increased after the 
turn is completed. 

Spread braking over the longest 
distance possible. 

Avoid braking and swerving 
during evasive actions. If possible, you 
should brake first, release the brakes, 
swerve and then reapply the brakes.

When your truck is skidding, you 
should release the brakes and steer 
into the skid before the skid causes 
the truck to jackknife.

Jackknife While in Reverse?
Jackknifes caused while attempt-

ing to spot a disabled vehicle are very 
common in the towing industry and 
occur when you attempt to sharply 
pivot the vehicle on your hook. To 
avoid this costly mistake, use your 
mirrors, take your time and ask for a 
spotter when needed.

If you need any ideas on how to 
prepare and present this information 
to your drivers, please call me at 847-
894-0042 or email me at pgratz548@
comcast.net. 
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Instructor Notes: If you think skidding uncontrollably in your truck is bad, having your trailer try to pass you while it’s still hooked 
up is even worse. Use this training opportunity to explain the physics behind a “jackknife” and what your towing operators can 
do to avoid one.
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