Asleep at the Wheel?

A Wake-Up Call for Drowsy Drivers

It's a common complaint in the modern world; most of us, overextended at trying to "do it all" and "have it all," are operating on less than the optimal amount of sleep. With full-time work, domestic duties, a few minutes of exercise, and picking up the kids from school, there just aren't enough hours in the day. 

And to make matters worse, more productive hours are being “robbed” from us because of the congestion on many of our nation’s roadways that are utilized well beyond their capacity.  Employees are sitting in long lines of traffic and experiencing significant travel delays as they commute to work or drive for work.  Many commuters must factor in a “buffer index” to allow extra time for the unexpected delays.  With the sluggish economy, many organizations have tightened their travel budgets requiring employees to cutback on air travel and drive to out-of-town meetings.  And what is the result of all of this extra time on the road?  Drowsy drivers!

After a long day at work, sitting in traffic just seems to make you even more tired than you already were.  According to the National Sleep Foundation, 51 percent of adults have driven while drowsy and 17 percent say they have fallen asleep behind the wheel.  

Sleep is a critical factor in highway safety. As Americans become more sleep-deprived, the number of crashes on our roadways involving drowsy drivers is increasing. Fatigue contributes to more than 100,000 crashes each year.  The result is often fatal for sleeping drivers and those in the vehicle they hit.  

So where do we get the precious extra hours we need to accommodate our busy schedules?  That's right—from the night—time that should be reserved for seven to eight hours of sleep. Our nightly appointment for sleep should be at least as binding as the commitments we make to everything and everyone else in life.  Sleep is a biological requirement we all need.

Most people who drive when drowsy are not aware of it.  If you’re tired, and are in danger of falling asleep, you cannot predict when a “mini” sleep may occur and in 3.7 seconds, a car going 55 miles per hour can travel the length of a football field.  There really is no time for a “mini” snooze.  On the “roads more traveled” being an attentive driver and looking out for the driver who isn’t is increasingly important.  

Fatigue slows your reaction time, decreases awareness, impairs judgment (just as alcohol or drugs) and can lead to falling asleep at the wheel.  Taking over-the-counter or prescription medications or drinking alcohol, on top of being fatigued, will seriously compound an already dangerous situation.

The answer is simple: do not hit the highway until you hit the hay for the right amount of time, every night. Fatigue is cumulative; cutting an hour of sleep here and there can add up to exhaustion sooner than you think, and the only prescription is getting regular good sleep. 

NETS recently developed Asleep at the Wheel?  A Wake-Up Call for Employers, a CD-Rom packed with awareness materials and information to help all employees to be more alert behind the wheel whether they drive for work or to and from work.  

Founded in 1989, NETS is an employer-led public/private partnership dedicated to improving the safety and health of employees, their family members and members of the communities in which they work and live, by reducing the number of traffic crashes that occur on and off the job.  To accomplish this, NETS provides employers of all sizes with effective programs, policies, best practices and employer-led activities related to traffic safety.
