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TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE 

Shiftwork/Workplace Safety n T201203-03

WHAT’S AT STAKE
If there are certain times of day when you are 
fighting the urge to sleep, you aren’t imagining 
things. Any night shift worker will tell you that 
the urge to sleep is strong between 2 a.m. and 6 
a.m. What you might not know is that another 
lull occurs in the early-to-mid afternoon.

Lulls in circadian rhythms occur in people 
who have had sufficient sleep before coming 
to work. Obviously, someone who is sleep-
deprived has an even greater chance of falling 
into an unintended sleep.

WHAT’S THE Danger
The desire to sleep can be so powerful that 
you can drift into what is called a microsleep 
without warning. If you are behind the 
wheel or operating dangerous equipment, 
a microsleep can turn into an unintentional 
permanent one. 

EXAMPLE
A National Sleep Foundation poll found that 
about one in two drivers reported driving 
a vehicle in the past year while fighting the 
urge to sleep and nearly 20 percent of the 
respondents admitted to having fallen asleep 
at the wheel.

While some sort of transportation accident, 
be it a plane crash or car wreck, seems to be 
the most dramatic example of a hazard related 
to a lull in circadian rhythms, there are many 
other job-related hazards. A sleepy nurse 
may administer the wrong drug or the wrong 
dosage of a drug or a security person may 
fall asleep in front of a monitor and not see a 
break-in unfolding.

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF
One way of boosting alertness and increasing 
productivity is to have a 20-minute nap break. 
Many companies now offer their night shift 
workers this opportunity. If your employer 
does, you should take advantage of it.

As well, these tips can help you stay awake 
and alert through circadian lulls, whether at 
night or in the afternoon:

Start your morning with a good breakfast nn
and eat a snack two to three hours later 
to help stabilize blood sugar levels. 
Skipping breakfast can make an energy 
slump worse.

Avoid large, high-fat meals, which bring nn
on the urge to sleep. Also avoid eating 
sugary junk food, which can give you 
a temporary boost and then zap your 
energy half an hour later.

Drink a glass of water periodically to stay nn
well hydrated.

A cup of coffee can help make you more nn
alert during a lull period.

If you have an afternoon break, don’t sit nn
around. Taking a brisk walk will increase 
your alertness and energy level.

If you have control over the temperature nn
of your workplace, set it slightly lower. A 
temperature of 65-68 degrees Fahrenheit 
(18-20 degrees Celsius) boosts alertness.

If you’re exhausted after finishing a night nn
shift, take a nap in a break room or in your 
vehicle before driving home. Otherwise 
you’ll be at high risk for falling asleep 
behind the wheel on the way home.

Try to get at least seven hours of sleep nn
every day. If you awaken tired after seven 
to eight hours of sleep, you may have 
obstructive sleep apnea. Talk to your 
doctor.

FINAL WORD
One European study showed that 85 percent 

of control room operators in an oil refinery 

admitted to falling asleep at least once during 

a 16-hour period. That’s nothing to yawn 

at. Fatigue can lead to mistakes on the job. 

And those mistakes can lead to injuries and 

fatalities. Protect yourself and your co-workers 

by making it a priority to get adequate sleep 

before each shift. n

Meeting material to go: Safety meeting 

materials such as presentation tips, audio 

track, PowerPoint presentations, quiz 

answers and more are downloadable at 

www.SafeSupervisor.com

Beware of Lulls in Your Alertness Levels
A person’s circadian rhythms go 1.	
through lulls in the early morning 
and early afternoon hours, leading 
to an urge to sleep. 
True    False

If management allows, a 2.	                                                        
can help boost a worker’s energy 
and productivity.

Eating a large, high-fat meal will 3.	
make you more alert. 
True    False

If possible at the end of a night 4.	
shift, you should try to take a nap 
before hitting the road for the 
drive home. 
True    False

A room that’s on the cool side can 5.	
help boost alertness. 
True    False

What Would You Do?
You would love to take a short nap at 
the end of your night shift, but you 
need to drive straight home and get 
your kids to school. You have nearly 
fallen asleep on the drive home on 
several occasions and you’re actually 
worried that you could nod off with 
your kids in the car. What should you do?

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   

					   



n	� Provided extra training to workers who did 
poorly on quiz    

	 Date: _____________________________

n	Observed workers   
	 Date: _____________________________

n	 Refresher training    
	 Date: _____________________________

n	 Other (describe)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Date: ________________________________

for the leader

BEFORE THE TALK	 7 PREPARATION TIPS AFTER THE TALK	 CHECKLIST

n �For information on a variety of safety 
topics, check out Bongarde’s online 
network for safety professionals at  
http://www.SafetyXChange.org.

n �If you want the latest in job safety 
news, tips and photos, sign up for 
Bongarde Safety Briefing at http://
www.Bongarde.com.

Date:____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Location:_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Meeting conducted by:_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Meeting was attended by: Each participant is to sign below, for record kept on file.
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Plan to talk to your workers about the need for getting enough sleep. Mental 
Health of America has all kinds of tools and tips: http://www.nmha.org/go/live-
your-life-well/sleep

Several workplaces that have adopted a napping policy report increases in worker 
alertness and productivity. Many workers would be happy to use part of their 
lunch or dinner break to catch a short nap in a quieter area of the workplace. It 
can be very effective for a worker to drink a cup of coffee and then take a nap 
before the caffeine kicks in. Discuss this option at your meeting.

If your workplace is firmly against napping, consider putting a foosball table 
or ping pong table in your break room to provide some stimulation to workers 
during their breaks.

Dimly lit workplaces may increase a worker’s urge to fall asleep. At your meeting, 
discuss the lighting. Is it adequate? Is it too dim? 

If workers are performing monotonous tasks, especially in the early morning or 
early afternoon hours, they might be fighting the urge to sleep. Consider mixing 
up their roles a little to provide some relief from the monotony. At your meeting, 
discuss some options.

For your meeting, provide “fatigue-busting” refreshments—decaffeinated 
beverages, bottled water, fruit and cheese, and energy-boosting snacks, such 
as blueberries, oranges, and almonds. Avoid simple carbohydrates, such as 
doughnuts and pastries—the energizing “sugar rush” they provide is followed by 
a drop in blood sugar that increases feelings of tiredness.

Tell your workers that drowsiness is a major symptom of dehydration. Ensure that 
workers have easy access to cool, fresh water. Another product that helps keep 
workers alert is chewing gum.

Answers to T201203-03 Quiz: 
1 True, 2 short nap, 3 False, 4 True, 5, True
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