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**Understanding the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013: A Comprehensive Guide to Standardized
 
Field Sobriety Testing**
 

nhtsa sfst manual 2013 stands as a pivotal resource in law enforcement and
legal
 
communities when it comes to standardized ?eld sobriety tests (SFSTs). Developed by the
 
National Highway Tra?c Safety Administration (NHTSA), this manual outlines the
 
procedures and protocols o?cers follow to assess impairment in drivers suspected of
 
driving under the in?uence (DUI). Its 2013 edition remains widely referenced for its clarity,
 
scienti?c backing, and practical approach to roadside sobriety testing.
 
In this article, we?ll explore the key elements of the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013, breaking
 
down its major components, understanding how it aids o?cers in DUI detection, and why
 
it?s essential for both law enforcement and defense attorneys to be familiar with this
 
manual. Whether you?re new to the topic or looking to deepen your understanding, this
 
guide provides valuable insights into the science and practice behind standardized ?eld
 
sobriety testing.
 

What Is the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013?
 
The NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 is a detailed document created to standardize the way law
 
enforcement o?cers conduct ?eld sobriety tests. These tests help determine whether a
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driver is impaired by alcohol or other substances. The manual was developed after
 
scienti?c research and validation studies demonstrated that speci?c physical and
 
cognitive tests can reliably indicate impairment.
 
The 2013 edition includes updated instructions, performance criteria, and interpretative
 
guidelines for three primary tests: the Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN), the Walk-and-
 
Turn (WAT), and the One-Leg Stand (OLS). These tests are collectively known as the
 
Standardized Field Sobriety Tests.
 

The Purpose Behind Standardized Field Sobriety Testing
 
Before the creation of the NHTSA SFST Manual, o?cers used a variety of sobriety tests
 
without consistent training or guidelines, leading to questions about their reliability and
 
fairness. The 2013 manual addresses this by:
 
Providing a uniform testing procedure.
 
Enhancing the accuracy of impairment detection.
 
Supporting law enforcement testimony in DUI cases.
 
Reducing subjectivity and improving court defensibility.
 
Because of its scienti?c foundation, the manual is often referenced in legal proceedings,
 
making it a critical tool in upholding justice on impaired driving cases.
 

Key Components of the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013
 
The manual is comprehensive, covering everything from test administration to
 
interpreting results. Understanding its core parts helps clarify why these tests are so
 
widely accepted.
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1. Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN) Test
 
One of the most telling indicators of impairment, the HGN test involves observing
 
involuntary jerking of the eyes as they follow a moving object. The NHTSA SFST Manual
 
2013 provides o?cers with:
 
Precise instructions on how to position the stimulus (usually a pen or ?nger).
 
Criteria for detecting the three types of eye jerks associated with alcohol
 
impairment.
 
Guidelines for scoring and interpreting results.
 
HGN is often considered the most reliable of the three tests due to its physiological basis
 
and resistance to voluntary control.
 

2. Walk-and-Turn (WAT) Test
 
This divided attention test assesses a person?s ability to follow instructions and maintain
 
balance. The manual emphasizes:
 
The exact number of steps and heel-to-toe positioning.
 
Proper instructions to be given to the subject.
 
How to identify clues such as stepping o? the line, using arms for balance, or
 
incorrect number of steps.
 
The 2013 manual stresses that proper administration is crucial to avoid false positives.
 

3. One-Leg Stand (OLS) Test
 
The OLS test measures balance and concentration by having the subject stand on one foot
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while counting aloud. The manual outlines:
 
The duration for holding the position (usually 30 seconds).
 
What behaviors count as clues (swaying, hopping, putting foot down).
 
How to ensure the test environment is safe and free from interference.
 
Combined, these tests provide a reliable assessment of impairment when administered
 
correctly.
 

The Role of Training and Certi?cation Based on the 2013 Manual
 
The NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 is not just a written guide; it?s the foundation for the
 
training programs that certify o?cers in sobriety testing. Training ensures that o?cers:
 
Understand the scienti?c principles behind each test.
 
Can administer tests consistently and correctly.
 
Accurately interpret test results to make informed decisions.
 
Agencies that use the manual as their training standard report improved detection rates
 
and fewer contested DUI cases. In many jurisdictions, o?cers must complete refresher
 
courses aligned with the latest NHTSA SFST guidelines to maintain certi?cation.
 

Why Consistency Matters
 
One of the biggest advantages of adhering to the 2013 manual is consistency. When
 
every o?cer uses the same procedures, the reliability of the tests increases, which
 
bene?ts both law enforcement and defendants. Courts are more likely to accept evidence
 
collected through standardized methods, reducing disputes over how tests were
 
conducted.
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Legal Implications of the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 in DUI Cases
 
The manual?s in?uence extends beyond the roadside into courtrooms across the country.
 
Defense attorneys often scrutinize whether o?cers followed the manual?s protocols, while
 
prosecutors rely on it to validate evidence of impairment.
 

Challenges and Common Courtroom Issues
 
Despite the scienti?c basis, SFSTs are not foolproof. Some common legal challenges
 
include:
 
Arguing improper administration of tests deviating from the manual.
 
Questioning the o?cer?s training and certi?cation status.
 
Highlighting medical or physical conditions that might a?ect test performance.
 
Challenging environmental factors like uneven ground or poor lighting.
 
Understanding the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 helps both sides prepare for these
 
arguments by recognizing what constitutes proper procedure.
 

The Manual as Expert Testimony Support
 
O?cers often refer to the manual during testimony to explain the rationale behind their
 
observations. Judges and juries bene?t from seeing that the tests are not arbitrary but
 
based on scienti?cally validated procedures detailed in the 2013 manual.
 

How the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 Has Evolved and Its Current
 

Relevance
 
While the 2013 version remains widely used, NHTSA continues to update guidance as new
 

Published by: rpc.altether.com Page 5 of 29



Nhtsa sfst manual 2013 Printable PDF Vol. 2026, Issue 5

research emerges. However, many law enforcement agencies still base their training on
 
the 2013 manual due to its comprehensive nature and proven e?ectiveness.
 

Adapting to New Impairment Challenges
 
With growing concerns around drug-impaired driving, the manual's focus on alcohol
 
impairment is sometimes viewed as limited. Nonetheless, the principles of standardized
 
testing laid out in the 2013 manual serve as a foundation for developing additional drug
 
recognition protocols.
 

Resources for Accessing the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013
 
The manual is publicly available and can be accessed through the NHTSA website or
 
various law enforcement training platforms. For individuals interested in learning more
 
about the standardized ?eld sobriety tests, reviewing the manual itself o?ers an in-depth
 
look at how o?cers evaluate impairment in the ?eld.
 

Practical Tips for Understanding and Applying the NHTSA SFST
 

Manual 2013
 
Whether you?re an o?cer preparing for certi?cation, a legal professional, or simply curious
 
about the science of sobriety testing, keeping the following tips in mind can enhance your
 
comprehension:
 

Focus on the details: Small procedural steps, like how the stimulus is held in
HGN
 
1.
 
or the exact instructions in WAT, can signi?cantly impact the test?s validity.
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Consider environmental factors: Uneven surfaces, poor lighting, or subject
 
2.
 
anxiety can a?ect performance and should be noted.
 

Recognize limitations: No test is perfect, and the manual acknowledges that
 
3.
 
SFSTs are screening tools rather than de?nitive proof of impairment.
 

Stay updated: While the 2013 manual is thorough, checking for newer updates
or
 
4.
 
supplemental materials can provide the latest information.
 
These insights help ensure the manual is applied e?ectively and fairly in real-world
 
situations.
 
The NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 remains a cornerstone in the ?eld of DUI detection, o?ering
 
standardized methods that improve the accuracy and fairness of sobriety testing. Its
 
blend of scienti?c research and practical guidance continues to in?uence how law
 
enforcement and legal professionals approach impaired driving cases today.
 

Question
 

Answer
 
What is the NHTSA SFST
 
Manual 2013?
 
The NHTSA SFST Manual 2013 is the National Highway
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Tra?c Safety Administration's o?cial guide for
 
conducting Standardized Field Sobriety Tests to help law
 
enforcement o?cers assess impairment due to alcohol
 
or drugs.
 
What are the main tests
 
included in the NHTSA SFST
 
Manual 2013?
 
The main tests included are the Horizontal Gaze
 
Nystagmus (HGN), Walk-and-Turn (WAT), and One-Leg
 
Stand (OLS) tests.
 
How does the 2013 NHTSA
 
SFST Manual improve DUI
 
detection?
 
The 2013 manual provides updated procedures,
 
enhanced instructions, and standardized criteria to
 
increase the accuracy and reliability of DUI detection in
 
?eld sobriety testing.
 
Is the NHTSA SFST Manual
 
2013 used nationwide?
 
Yes, the 2013 NHTSA SFST Manual is widely adopted by
 
law enforcement agencies across the United States as
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the standard for conducting ?eld sobriety tests.
 
Can civilians access the
 
NHTSA SFST Manual 2013?
 
Yes, the manual is publicly available and can be
 
downloaded from the NHTSA website or obtained
 
through other o?cial channels.
 
What updates were made in
 
the 2013 version of the
 
NHTSA SFST Manual
 
compared to previous
 
editions?
 
The 2013 version includes re?ned testing procedures,
 
clearer instructions, additional training materials, and
 
updated scienti?c research to enhance test validity.
 
How should law enforcement
 
o?cers be trained using the
 
NHTSA SFST Manual 2013?
 
O?cers should undergo formal training programs based
 
on the manual, including classroom instruction, practical
 
demonstrations, and supervised ?eld practice to ensure
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proper test administration.
 
Does the NHTSA SFST Manual
 
2013 address drug
 
impairment as well as
 
alcohol?
 
While primarily focused on alcohol impairment, the
 
manual also provides guidance on recognizing signs of
 
drug impairment during standardized ?eld sobriety
 
tests.
 
Are results from SFSTs in the
 
2013 manual admissible in
 
court?
 
Yes, when properly administered according to the
 
manual's guidelines, SFST results are generally
 
accepted as valid evidence in DUI prosecutions.
 
Where can I ?nd training
 
materials related to the
 
NHTSA SFST Manual 2013?
 
Training materials can be found on the NHTSA website,
 
law enforcement training centers, or through accredited
 
DUI enforcement training programs that utilize the 2013
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manual.
 
NHTSA SFST Manual 2013: An In-Depth Review of Standardized Field Sobriety Testing
 
Procedures
 

nhtsa sfst manual 2013 serves as a cornerstone document in the realm of law
 
enforcement?s approach to roadside sobriety testing. Published by the National Highway
 
Tra?c Safety Administration (NHTSA), this manual o?ers comprehensive guidelines and
 
standardized procedures for conducting ?eld sobriety tests (FSTs) aimed at detecting
 
impaired driving. Since its release, the 2013 edition has been pivotal in shaping training
 
protocols, legal interpretations, and enforcement strategies across the United States.
 
The NHTSA SFST manual 2013 is frequently referenced by police departments, legal
 
professionals, and researchers alike, as it encapsulates scienti?c research, practical
 
instructions, and validation studies that underpin the standardized ?eld sobriety tests.
 
This article investigates the manual?s content, its signi?cance in law enforcement, and the
 
broader implications for DUI enforcement and defense.
 

Understanding the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013
 
The NHTSA SFST manual 2013 provides a structured framework for administering the
 
three standardized ?eld sobriety tests: the Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN), the Walk-
 
and-Turn (WAT), and the One-Leg Stand (OLS). These tests were developed and validated
 
through rigorous scienti?c studies to assist o?cers in identifying drivers impaired by
 
alcohol or other impairing substances.
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Purpose and Scope of the Manual
 
Designed primarily for law enforcement training, the manual outlines step-by-step
 
procedures for test administration, criteria for evaluation, and guidance on the
 
interpretation of results. It also discusses factors a?ecting test accuracy, such as
 
environmental conditions, medical impairments, and individual di?erences.
 
The 2013 update to the manual re?ects re?nements based on ongoing research and ?eld
 
feedback, emphasizing clarity in administration and reliability in detection. It also
 
integrates suggestions for minimizing false positives and enhancing o?cer safety during
 
testing.
 

Key Components of the Manual
 

Test Administration Procedures: Detailed instructions on how to properly
 
1.
 
conduct HGN, WAT, and OLS, ensuring consistency across di?erent o?cers and
 
jurisdictions.
 

Evaluation Criteria: Speci?c indicators and clues o?cers should look for during
 
2.
 
each test, such as the number of jerks in HGN or the ability to maintain balance
 
during WAT.
 

O?cer Training Guidelines: Recommendations on training programs, refresher
 
3.
 
courses, and certi?cation processes to maintain high competency.
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Scienti?c Validation: Summaries of studies supporting the e?cacy and
accuracy
 
4.
 
of the standardized tests.
 

The Signi?cance of Standardized Field Sobriety Testing
 
Before the introduction of standardized procedures, law enforcement o?cers relied on
 
subjective judgment during roadside sobriety assessments, which could lead to
 
inconsistencies and challenges in court. The NHTSA SFST manual 2013 addresses these
 
issues by promoting uniformity and scienti?cally backed methods.
 

Scienti?c Underpinnings
 
The manual bases its recommendations on extensive research that correlates speci?c
 
physical and behavioral cues with blood alcohol concentration (BAC) levels. For example,
 
the Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus test detects involuntary eye movements linked to alcohol
 
impairment. Validity studies have shown that when properly administered, these tests can
 
predict a BAC above the legal limit with reasonable accuracy.
 

Legal and Operational Impact
 
Because the NHTSA SFST manual 2013 is widely accepted within the legal system,
 
adherence to its protocols strengthens the evidentiary value of sobriety tests in DUI cases.
 
Courts often assess whether o?cers followed the manual?s guidelines when considering
 
the admissibility of test results.
 
From an operational standpoint, the manual also enhances o?cer con?dence and safety
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by minimizing ambiguity during roadside evaluations. Proper training based on the
 
manual reduces the likelihood of confrontations and errors.
 

Analyzing the Three Standardized Tests
 
Each of the three SFSTs detailed in the NHTSA SFST manual 2013 serves a distinct
 
function, with unique strengths and limitations. Understanding these tests individually
 
clari?es why the manual prescribes their combined use for comprehensive assessment.
 

Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN)
 
The HGN test examines involuntary jerking of the eyes as they track a moving object. The
 
manual speci?es three diagnostic clues an o?cer evaluates: inability to smoothly follow
 
the stimulus, distinct jerking at maximum deviation, and jerking onset before 45 degrees.
 
Due to its physiological basis, HGN is often considered the most reliable of the three tests
 
for detecting alcohol impairment. However, the manual cautions that certain medical
 
conditions and medications can a?ect results.
 

Walk-and-Turn (WAT)
 
Designed to assess balance, coordination, and ability to follow instructions, the WAT test
 
requires a subject to take nine heel-to-toe steps along a straight line, turn, and return. The
 
o?cer looks for clues such as inability to maintain balance during instructions, incorrect
 
number of steps, or stepping o? the line.
 
The 2013 manual emphasizes proper surface selection and environmental considerations
 
to prevent skewed outcomes. While WAT is less sensitive than HGN, it provides valuable
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behavioral information.
 

One-Leg Stand (OLS)
 
In the OLS test, the subject must stand on one leg while counting aloud for 30 seconds.
 
The o?cer observes for swaying, hopping, or using arms to balance. This test evaluates
 
balance and divided attention.
 
The manual highlights that physical disabilities might a?ect OLS results, necessitating
 
o?cer discretion in interpretation.
 

Pros and Cons of the NHTSA SFST Manual 2013
 
While the manual represents a signi?cant advancement in DUI enforcement, it is not
 
without criticisms or limitations.
 

Pros:
 
1.
 
Standardization: Promotes consistency across jurisdictions, supporting
 
1.
 
fairness and reliability.
 
Scienti?c Foundation: Based on empirical research, enhancing credibility.
 
2.
 
Training Resource: Serves as an essential tool for educating o?cers.
 
3.
 

Cons:
 
2.
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Environmental and Medical Variables: Factors such as uneven surfaces,
 
1.
 
weather, or medical conditions can a?ect results, complicating interpretation.
 
Subjectivity: Despite standardization, some elements rely on o?cer judgment,
 
2.
 
which may introduce bias.
 
Limited Scope: Primarily designed for alcohol impairment and less e?ective
 
3.
 
for drug impairment detection.
 

Evolution and Future Directions
 
Since the release of the nhtsa sfst manual 2013, there have been ongoing discussions
 
about the need to update and expand the manual to address emerging challenges. These
 
include the rise of drug-impaired driving, technological advancements in impairment
 
detection, and evolving legal standards.
 
Some jurisdictions have supplemented the manual?s protocols with additional tests or
 
incorporated chemical testing technologies like oral ?uid screening. Research continues to
 
explore more objective and technologically assisted methods to complement or replace
 
traditional SFSTs.
 
Nonetheless, the 2013 manual remains a foundational document, widely taught and
 
utilized in law enforcement training nationwide.
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Integration with Modern Enforcement Strategies
 
Many law enforcement agencies now incorporate the NHTSA SFST manual 2013 into
 
broader DUI enforcement programs that include breathalyzer use, portable drug testing
 
devices, and data-driven patrol deployment. This integrated approach aims to enhance
 
detection accuracy and reduce impaired driving incidents.
 

Training and Certi?cation Trends
 
Training based on the 2013 manual typically involves classroom instruction, practical
 
demonstrations, and pro?ciency testing. Certi?cation and recerti?cation programs ensure
 
o?cers maintain skills aligned with the manual?s standards. This ongoing education is
 
critical to adapting to legal developments and community expectations.
 
The NHTSA periodically reviews the manual in light of new studies and operational
 
feedback, signaling potential future editions that may re?ne or expand upon the 2013
 
framework.
 
In examining the nhtsa sfst manual 2013, it becomes clear that this document has played
 
an instrumental role in shaping the landscape of roadside sobriety testing. Its scienti?c
 
rigor, practical guidance, and widespread adoption have collectively strengthened DUI
 
enforcement and legal processes. However, the inherent challenges posed by subjective
 
interpretation and environmental factors suggest that while the manual provides a solid
 
foundation, continuous evaluation and adaptation remain essential to meet evolving
 
demands in tra?c safety and impairment detection.
 
NHTSA SFST manual 2013, standardized ?eld sobriety test, DUI detection, impaired

Published by: rpc.altether.com Page 17 of 29



Nhtsa sfst manual 2013 Printable PDF Vol. 2026, Issue 5

 
driving, roadside sobriety tests, breathalyzer procedures, police DUI training, horizontal
 
gaze nystagmus, walk-and-turn test, one-leg stand test

Nhtsa field sobriety test manual 2013

nhtsa field sobriety test manual 2013 is a comprehensive guide developed by the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) to standardize the administration and interpretation
of field sobriety tests (FSTs). These tests are critical tools used by law enforcement officers across
the United States to assess whether a suspect is impaired by alcohol or drugs during a roadside
encounter. The 2013 manual updates previous versions, incorporating the latest research, best
practices, and scientific findings to improve accuracy and fairness in DUI (Driving Under the
Influence) investigations. Understanding the contents and guidelines within this manual is essential
for law enforcement officers, legal professionals, and anyone interested in the mechanics of sobriety
testing.

Overview of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 serves as the authoritative resource for the
administration of standardized field sobriety tests. Its primary objective is to ensure that tests are
performed consistently, reliably, and scientifically validated to minimize false positives and
negatives. The manual emphasizes the importance of proper training, standardized procedures, and
accurate documentation.

Key Objectives of the Manual

- Establish uniform procedures for conducting sobriety tests
- Improve the accuracy of impairment assessments
- Reduce racial and ethnic disparities in DUI enforcement
- Incorporate scientific research into testing protocols
- Provide guidance on legal considerations and documentation

Who Should Use the Manual?

The manual is intended for law enforcement officers, DUI prosecutors, forensic specialists, and
trainers involved in roadside impairment assessments. It also serves as an educational resource for
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legal professionals and the general public seeking to understand how sobriety testing works.

The Core Field Sobriety Tests Outlined in the Manual

The 2013 manual primarily details three standardized tests, which have become the cornerstone of
roadside impairment assessments. These tests are designed to evaluate clues associated with
alcohol or drug impairment through observable and measurable behaviors.

- Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN)

Overview

HGN is the involuntary jerking of the eyes as they follow a moving object. The test assesses the
presence and intensity of nystagmus at various angles, which correlates with blood alcohol
concentration (BAC) levels.

Procedure

- The officer asks the suspect to follow a stimulus (usually a pen or small flashlight) with their
eyes

- The stimulus is moved horizontally across the suspect?s field of vision
- The officer observes the suspect?s eyes for specific clues at designated angles

Clues Assessed

- Lack of smooth pursuit
- Distinct and sustained nystagmus at maximum deviation
- Onset of nystagmus prior to 45 degrees

Scientific Basis and Validation

The manual emphasizes the empirical validation of HGN as a predictive indicator of impairment,
supported by laboratory research.

- Walk-and-Turn (WAT)

Overview
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The Walk-and-Turn test evaluates the suspect?s ability to perform divided attention tasks, balance,
and coordination.

Procedure

- The suspect is instructed to stand heel-to-toe along a straight line
- They are asked to take nine steps, heel-to-toe, along the line
- Then, they turn on one foot and take nine steps back in the same manner

Clues Assessed

- Failure to maintain heel-to-toe position
- Missed steps or steps outside the line
- Starting too soon or stopping during the test
- Not counting steps correctly
- Using arms for balance
- Improper turn

Performance Criteria

The manual lists specific clues that officers are trained to observe, with a focus on standardized
instructions and scoring.

- One-Leg Stand (OLS)

Overview

This test assesses balance and divided attention by asking the suspect to stand on one leg.

Procedure

- The suspect is instructed to stand with one foot about six inches off the ground
- They are asked to hold the position and count aloud (e.g., "one thousand and one") for about 30

seconds

Clues Assessed
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- Swaying while balancing
- Using arms for balance
- Hopping or putting foot down before completion
- Incorrect counting

Scoring

The number of clues observed helps determine the likelihood of impairment.

Training and Standardization Emphasized in the Manual

The 2013 manual underscores the importance of comprehensive officer training to ensure the tests
are administered correctly and consistently. Proper training enhances the reliability of the tests and
minimizes challenges in court.

Components of Effective Training

- Understanding the science behind each test
- Mastering standardized instructions and procedures
- Recognizing clues accurately
- Documenting observations meticulously
- Addressing common challenges and errors

Certification and Recertification

Officers are encouraged to undergo initial certification and periodic recertification to maintain
proficiency. The manual details the training curriculum, including practical demonstrations and
assessments.

Legal and Scientific Considerations

The manual discusses the scientific validity of the tests, as well as legal issues surrounding their
use.

Scientific Validation

- The tests have been validated through laboratory and field studies
- They are most effective when combined with other evidence, such as chemical tests
- Limitations are acknowledged, especially concerning individuals with medical conditions or
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certain disabilities

Legal Aspects

- Proper administration and documentation are crucial for admissibility in court
- Officers must follow standardized procedures precisely
- The manual advises on handling challenges and cross-examinations related to the tests

Common Criticisms and Limitations Addressed in the Manual

Despite widespread use, the manual recognizes certain limitations of field sobriety tests:

- Not suitable for individuals with physical disabilities, injuries, or medical conditions
- Environmental factors such as poor lighting, weather, or uneven surfaces can affect

performance
- Nervousness or anxiety may influence results
- Cultural or language differences can impact understanding and execution

The manual emphasizes that sobriety tests are tools to assist, not definitive proof of impairment, and
should be used in conjunction with chemical testing.

Enhancements and Updates in the 2013 Manual

Compared to previous versions, the 2013 manual incorporates several improvements:

- Clarification of procedures based on latest research
- Inclusion of new photographs and diagrams for clarity
- Updated guidance on handling special populations
- Emphasis on scientific validation and error reduction
- Enhanced training modules and testing protocols

Conclusion

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 remains a foundational resource for law enforcement
agencies aiming to accurately and fairly assess impairment at roadside. Its emphasis on
standardized procedures, scientific validation, and comprehensive training helps ensure that
sobriety tests serve as reliable indicators of impairment, thereby supporting justice and public safety.
While no single test is infallible, when administered correctly following the manual?s guidelines, field
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sobriety tests are valuable tools in the ongoing effort to combat impaired driving.

Final Thoughts

For legal professionals, understanding the details of the 2013 manual can be critical during DUI
prosecutions and challenges. For law enforcement, ongoing training based on this manual ensures
the integrity and credibility of roadside assessments. And for the general public, awareness of how
these tests work can foster better understanding and cooperation during roadside stops.

Keywords: NHTSA, field sobriety test, 2013 manual, DUI, impairment, standardized tests, HGN,
walk-and-turn, one-leg stand, law enforcement training, roadside sobriety assessment
 
NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013: A Comprehensive Guide

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 remains a cornerstone document in the realm of law
enforcement and roadside sobriety assessments. It encapsulates standardized procedures,
scientific principles, and training methodologies designed to accurately evaluate a suspect?s level of
impairment due to alcohol or drugs. As one of the most widely recognized protocols used across the
United States, this manual aims to ensure consistency, reliability, and fairness in sobriety testing,
thereby aiding in just enforcement and legal proceedings.

In this comprehensive guide, we will delve into the history, structure, key components, and practical
applications of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013, providing law enforcement
professionals, legal experts, and interested civilians with a detailed understanding of its principles
and practices.

The Origins and Significance of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013

Background and Development

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) first published standard field sobriety
test (FST) procedures in the 1970s, aiming to improve the reliability of roadside impairment
assessments. Over the decades, these protocols evolved through extensive research, pilot studies,
and field testing, culminating in the 2013 manual that refined and standardized the procedures.

The 2013 manual represents a significant update, incorporating the latest scientific findings,
technological advances, and feedback from law enforcement agencies nationwide. Its goal is to
promote uniformity in testing methods, reduce subjective biases, and enhance legal defensibility of
roadside assessments.

Why the Manual Matters
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- Standardization: Ensures all officers follow the same procedures, minimizing discrepancies.
- Legal Validity: Provides courts with scientifically supported techniques.
- Training Foundation: Serves as the official training resource for officers nationwide.
- Public Safety: Aims to identify impaired drivers reliably, reducing accidents and fatalities.

Structure and Content of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013

The manual is organized into several key sections, each detailing specific components of the
sobriety testing process:

- Introduction and Overview

- Purpose of the manual
- Definitions and key concepts
- Legal considerations

- Scientific Foundations

- Cognitive and physical impairments caused by substances
- The importance of standardized testing
- Research supporting the validity of specific tests

- Standardized Field Sobriety Tests (SFSTs)

- Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN)
- Walk-and-Turn (WAT)
- One-Leg Stand (OLS)

- Test Administration Procedures

- Pre-test considerations
- Step-by-step instructions for each test
- Safety precautions
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- Recording observations and results

- Evaluation and Scoring

- Criteria for passing or failing each test
- Common clues indicating impairment
- Combining test results for probable cause

- Special Considerations

- Testing individuals with disabilities
- Environmental factors affecting test performance
- Use of portable breath testing devices

- Training and Certification

- Training curriculum
- Certification standards
- Quality assurance measures

The Core Components: Standardized Field Sobriety Tests (SFSTs)

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 emphasizes three primary tests, each designed to
measure different aspects of impairment:

Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN)

What it evaluates: The involuntary jerking of the eyes when following a moving object, which
becomes more pronounced with alcohol impairment.

Procedure:

- The officer instructs the suspect to follow a pen, finger, or stimulus with their eyes only.
- The stimulus is moved horizontally at a controlled speed.
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- The officer observes for three clues:
- Lack of smooth pursuit
- Distinct and sustained nystagmus at maximum deviation
- Onset of nystagmus prior to 45 degrees

Key points:

- Proper lighting and distance are critical.
- Multiple observations enhance accuracy.

Walk-and-Turn (WAT)

What it evaluates: Divided attention, balance, and ability to follow instructions.

Procedure:

- The suspect is instructed to take nine steps along a straight line.
- They must heel-to-toe, turn on one foot, and return in the same manner.
- The officer observes for clues such as:
- Cannot keep balance during instructions
- Starts too soon
- Stops walking
- Misses heel-to-toe pattern
- Uses arms for balance
- Misses instructions

Key points:

- Clear, standardized instructions are essential.
- Safety considerations for the suspect and officer.

One-Leg Stand (OLS)

What it evaluates: Balance, coordination, and divided attention.

Procedure:
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- The suspect stands on one foot, with the other foot approximately six inches off the ground.
- They count aloud ("one thousand one, one thousand two...") for 30 seconds.
- The officer looks for clues such as:
- Sways while balancing
- Uses arms for balance
- Hops to maintain balance
- Starts too soon
- Stops before completing

Key points:

- Ensure the surface is flat and safe.
- Give clear instructions and demonstrations.

Practical Application and Best Practices

Pre-Test Evaluation

Before administering the tests, officers should:

- Check for medical conditions or disabilities.
- Assess environmental conditions (lighting, weather, terrain).
- Observe for clues that might interfere with testing (fatigue, injuries).

Conducting the Tests

- Use consistent instructions derived from the manual.
- Maintain a safe environment.
- Observe and document all clues meticulously.
- Avoid leading or influencing the suspect?s behavior.

Interpreting Results

- Each test has specific clues that indicate impairment.
- No single clue is definitive; rather, a combination increases the likelihood.
- The officer?s observations should be consistent with other evidence, such as odor or driving

behavior.
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Documentation

- Record the suspect?s performance and any environmental factors.
- Note any medical or physical impairments.
- Document the entire process for legal purposes.

Legal and Ethical Considerations

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 underscores the importance of:

- Proper training and certification to administer tests.
- Respecting suspects? rights.
- Avoiding coercion or undue influence.
- Ensuring tests are administered fairly and consistently.

Failure to adhere to the manual?s protocols can jeopardize the admissibility of evidence in court,
potentially leading to challenges against the validity of the sobriety assessment.

Enhancements and Future Directions (Post-2013)

While the 2013 manual remains a vital resource, subsequent developments include:

- Integration of portable breath testing devices.
- Digital recording of tests.
- Enhanced training modules.
- Research on alternative impairment indicators.

Law enforcement agencies are encouraged to stay updated with the latest protocols to maintain
efficacy and legal defensibility.

Conclusion

The NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013 provides a scientifically grounded, standardized
framework for assessing impaired drivers. Its detailed procedures and criteria help officers conduct
fair, reliable, and legally defensible tests, ultimately contributing to safer roads. Understanding its
components?from the specific tests to environmental considerations?is essential for law
enforcement, legal professionals, and the public to appreciate the rigor behind roadside sobriety
assessments.
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Whether you?re a law enforcement officer seeking to refine your skills, a legal professional
evaluating evidence, or a concerned citizen interested in road safety, familiarity with this manual
equips you with knowledge about the science and procedure behind one of the most critical tools in
impaired driving enforcement.
 

 QuestionAnswer What are the key components of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual 2013?
The 2013 NHTSA Field Sobriety Test Manual outlines standardized procedures for administering
three primary tests: the Horizontal Gaze Nystagmus (HGN), Walk-and-Turn, and One-Leg Stand,
including instructions for proper observation and scoring. How does the NHTSA 2013 manual
ensure the reliability of field sobriety tests? The manual promotes standardized testing protocols,
proper officer training, and objective criteria for evaluating signs of impairment, which collectively
enhance the reliability and admissibility of test results in court. Are there any updates or differences
in the 2013 NHTSA manual compared to previous editions? Yes, the 2013 manual incorporates
updates based on recent research, refining test procedures, scoring criteria, and emphasizing the
importance of officer training to improve accuracy in detecting impairment. Can law enforcement
officers use the NHTSA 2013 manual to justify DUI arrests? Yes, when administered correctly
following the manual?s standardized procedures, the field sobriety tests serve as reliable indicators
of impairment, supporting probable cause for DUI arrests. Is the NHTSA 2013 Field Sobriety Test
Manual still considered the standard for DUI investigations? While newer versions may exist, the
2013 manual remains a widely recognized and utilized resource for law enforcement in conducting
standardized field sobriety testing, with its protocols still forming the basis for many DUI
investigations. 
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