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UNDERSTANDING THE NHTSA FIELD SOBRIETY
MANUAL 2006: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

When a law enforcement officer suspects a driver of operating a
vehicle  while  impaired  by  alcohol  or  drugs,  the  process  that
follows is  rarely  arbitrary.  Instead,  it  is  typically  guided by a
meticulously researched and nationally recognized document: the
NHTSA  Field  Sobriety  Manual  2006.  This  manual,  officially
titled  DWI  Detection  and  Standardized  Field  Sobriety  Testing
(SFST) Student Manual, represents a critical benchmark in DUI
enforcement.  While  updates  have  been  issued  since  its
publication, the 2006 edition remains a foundational reference for
training  programs,  legal  proceedings,  and  law  enforcement
agencies across the United States. Understanding this manual is
essential  not  only  for  police  officers  and  legal  professionals  but
also for anyone who wants to grasp how roadside impairment
assessments are conducted and what rights they have during a
traffic stop.

What Is the NHTSA Field
Sobriety Manual 2006?
The NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual  2006  is  a  training and
reference  document  developed  by  the  National  Highway  Traffic
Safety  Administration  (NHTSA)  in  conjunction  with  the
International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP). Its primary
purpose is to standardize the procedures that law enforcement
officers  use  to  detect  and  evaluate  drivers  suspected  of  DUI
(Driving Under the Influence) or DWI (Driving While Intoxicated).
Before this standardization, officers often relied on non-scientific,
subjective  observation  methods  that  varied  widely  from
jurisdiction  to  jurisdiction.  The  2006  manual  solidified  a  set  of
three validated tests — known as the Standardized Field Sobriety
Tests  (SFSTs)  —  that  have  been  scientifically  studied  for
reliability.
The manual covers the entire DUI detection process, from initial
vehicle  observation  and  the  stop  itself,  through  the
administration  of  field  sobriety  tests,  to  the  arrest  decision  and
testimony  in  court.  It  includes  detailed  instructions,  scoring
criteria,  and  administrative  procedures  intended  to  ensure
consistency and fairness.  Although newer  editions  incorporate
drug-impaired driving detection, the 2006 version is especially
focused on alcohol impairment and is still widely cited in legal
arguments and training curricula.

The Three Core
Standardized Field Sobriety
Tests
At the heart of the NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual 2006 are
three tests that have been extensively studied for their accuracy
in identifying blood alcohol concentrations (BAC) above 0.08%,
the legal limit in most U.S. states. These tests are designed to be

administered  in  a  fixed  order  and  scored  according  to  specific
cues  outlined  in  the  manual.

1. HORIZONTAL GAZE NYSTAGMUS (HGN) TEST

The HGN test measures involuntary jerking of the eyes as they
follow a moving object (such as a pen or flashlight) horizontally.
According  to  the  manual,  this  nystagmus  becomes  more
pronounced as alcohol or certain drugs affect the central nervous
system. The officer looks for three distinct cues in each eye: lack
of smooth pursuit, distinct nystagmus at maximum deviation, and
onset of nystagmus prior to 45 degrees. The 2006 manual states
that if four or more clues (out of a possible six) are observed, the
subject is likely to have a BAC above 0.08. This test alone has a
claimed accuracy rate of approximately 77% when administered
correctly per the manual's instructions.

2. WALK-AND-TURN (WAT) TEST

This test requires the subject to take nine heel-to-toe steps along
a straight line, turn in a specified manner, and return nine steps
while counting aloud. The 2006 manual divides the test into two
phases:  instructions  and  walking.  The  officer  looks  for  eight
possible cues, such as losing balance during instructions, starting
too  soon,  stepping  off  the  line,  missing  heel-to-toe  contact,  or
raising arms for  balance.  Scoring two or  more cues indicates
impairment.  The manual  emphasizes that  the test  is  “divided
attention,” meaning it forces the subject to process multiple tasks
simultaneously — a skill that alcohol impairs.

3. ONE-LEG STAND (OLS) TEST

In this test, the subject is instructed to stand on one foot with the
other  foot  raised  approximately  six  inches  off  the  ground  while
counting  aloud  for  30  seconds.  The  manual  identifies  four  cues:
swaying, using arms for balance, hopping, or putting the foot
down. Two or more cues suggest impairment. As with the WAT,
the  OLS  is  a  divided-attention  test  that  becomes  difficult  under
the influence of alcohol.

How the Manual Shapes
DUI Enforcement
The NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual 2006 is far more than a list
of tests — it provides a complete framework for the DUI detection
process. It begins with the vehicle in motion phase, where officers
are  trained  to  observe  driving  behaviors  that  may  indicate
impairment, such as weaving, wide turns, or slow responses to
traffic signals. Next comes the personal contact phase, where the
officer  notes  the  driver's  appearance,  odor  of  alcohol,  speech,
and demeanor. The manual advises on how to conduct the SFSTs
in  a  safe,  standardized,  and  non-coercive  manner,  including
instructions  for  pre-test  screening  questions  and  required
conditions  (e.g.,  flat,  dry  surface;  adequate  lighting).
Importantly,  the  manual  also  addresses  how  to  document
observations  for  use  in  court.  Officers  are  trained  to  record  the
subject's  performance  in  detail,  including  exact  words  and
gestures.  This  documentation is  critical  because the manual’s
standardized procedures are frequently challenged by defense
attorneys.  The  manual  itself  serves  as  the  benchmark:  if  an
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officer deviates from the established protocol, the validity of the
test results may be called into question.

Scientific Basis and
Controversies
NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual 2006  is grounded in studies
conducted at the Southern California Research Institute in the
late 1970s and early 1980s, with later validation studies.  The
three  tests  were  shown to  have  an  overall  accuracy  rate  of
around 91% for predicting a BAC above 0.08% when all three
tests  are  used  together  and  administered  by  a  trained  officer.
However,  critics  note  that  these  accuracy  rates  have  been
disputed in some later analyses, and the tests are not infallible.
Factors such as age, weight, physical disabilities, nervousness,
poor lighting, or uneven surfaces can produce false positives. The
manual  itself  acknowledges  some  of  these  limitations  and
instructs  officers  to  note  any  such  conditions.  Nevertheless,  the
2006 edition remains the gold standard for SFST training, despite
ongoing  debates  about  its  scientific  reliability  in  real-world
conditions.

Updates Since 2006: What
Has Changed?
While the NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual 2006 is still widely
referenced,  NHTSA  has  released  updated  editions,  including
versions  that  integrate  detection  of  drug-impaired  driving
through the Advanced Roadside Impaired Driving Enforcement
(ARIDE)  program.  The  2006  manual  predates  widespread
legalization of cannabis in many states, so its focus is almost
entirely  on alcohol.  Later  manuals  include additional  tests  for
drug impairment, such as the Modified Romberg Balance test and
the Lack of Convergence test. However, the three core SFSTs —
HGN,  WAT,  and  OLS  —  remain  essentially  unchanged  in
procedure,  though some scoring clarifications have been added.
For legal  cases involving incidents that occurred in or around
2006-2010, the 2006 edition is often the version of record.

Practical Implications for
Drivers and Legal
Professionals
Understanding  the  NHTSA Field  Sobriety  Manual  2006  is
beneficial  for  anyone  who  may  be  stopped  on  suspicion  of  DUI.
Knowing  what  the  officer  is  trained  to  look  for  can  help  you
recognize that the tests are not passes or fails in a conventional
sense — they are predictive tools. The manual emphasizes that
field  sobriety  tests  are  voluntary  in  most  states,  though  refusal
may carry consequences such as automatic license suspension
under  implied  consent  laws.  A  driver  who  understands  the
standardized nature of these tests may be better equipped to
coordinate with an attorney should they be arrested.
For defense attorneys, the 2006 manual is a vital resource. They
frequently scrutinize whether the officer followed every step: Did

the officer check the subject’s eyes for medical conditions before
the  HGN test?  Was  the  surface  flat  and dry?  Did  the  officer  use
the exact verbal instructions? Even minor deviations — such as
asking a subject to “walk this line” instead of “take nine heel-to-
toe steps” as scripted — can be used to challenge the validity of
the  results.  The  manual  also  includes  specific  “clues”  that  must
be observed and counted;  any additional  observations by the
officer  that  are  not  part  of  the  standardized  criteria  are
considered  irrelevant  or  prejudicial.

The Role of Training and
Certification
Law  enforcement  officers  typically  undergo  a  rigorous  training
program based on the NHTSA Field Sobriety Manual 2006 (or
later editions) before they are authorized to administer SFSTs.
This training includes classroom instruction, video exercises, and
practical testing with volunteers who have consumed measured
amounts  of  alcohol.  Officers  must  demonstrate  proficiency  in
administration  and  scoring.  The  manual  itself  is  used  as  a
reference  throughout  an  officer’s  career,  and  many  agencies
require  periodic  recertification.  This  consistent  training  is
intended to ensure that the tests are as objective as possible,
though  the  human  element  —  officer  bias,  fatigue,  or
environmental  distractions  —  can  never  be  fully  eliminated.

Common Myths and
Misunderstandings
One  widespread  myth  is  that  passing  a  field  sobriety  test  is
required by law. In reality, the 2006 manual notes that the tests
are voluntary; a driver can refuse them, though consequences
vary by state. Another misconception is that the tests measure
sobriety directly. Instead, they measure specific divided-attention
capabilities that are affected by alcohol. A perfectly sober person
might fail if they are distracted, have a physical balance issue, or
simply  mishear  instructions.  The  manual  cautions  officers  to
consider  these  factors  but  does  not  provide  a  definitive  method
to differentiate impairment from non-impairment causes.

Conclusion
The  NHTSA  Field  Sobriety  Manual  2006  represents  a
cornerstone of modern DUI enforcement in the United States. By
standardizing the detection and testing procedures, it has helped
create a more uniform — if not perfect — system for assessing
impairment at the roadside. Its three validated tests remain the
primary  tools  used by  officers,  despite  evolving  challenges  from
medical, legal, and social change. For anyone involved in a DUI
stop  —  whether  as  a  driver,  attorney,  or  law  enforcement
professional  —  a  thorough  understanding  of  this  manual  is
invaluable.  It  bridges  the  gap  between  scientific  research  and
practical policing, and continues to shape the way impairment is
identified  and  prosecuted.  While  no  testing  methodology  is
flawless,  the 2006 manual's  emphasis on structured observation
and documentation has raised the bar for evidence quality in DUI
cases, reinforcing both public safety and the principles of due
process.


