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DEFINITION OF FATIGUE
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What is fatigue?

• Fatigue is the state of feeling very tired, weary or sleepy resulting from 
insufficient sleep, prolonged mental or physical work, or extended periods of 
stress or anxiety. Boring or repetitive tasks can intensify feelings of fatigue. 
Fatigue can be described as either acute or chronic.

• Acute fatigue: results from short-term sleep loss or from short periods of heavy 
physical or mental work. The effects of acute fatigue are of short duration and 
usually can be reversed by sleep and relaxation.

• Chronic fatigue syndrome: the constant, severe state of tiredness that is not 
relieved by rest. The symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome are similar to the 
flu, last longer than six months and interfere with certain activities. The exact 
cause of this syndrome is still unknown.



INTRODUCTION TO FATIGUE
• As a group, come up with a minimum of five ways you can tell someone is 

becoming tired?
• Have any of you almost fallen asleep at the wheel of a vehicle? (be honest)

THE FATIGUE SPECTRUM
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Encourage the group to discuss how we can tell if someone is fatigued by their mood, behaviour, actions, speech.Ask the group how they felt immediately before – what did they do, share your own experiences if they don’t admit to feeling sleepy when driving



THE IMPACT OF FATIGUE
Research that tested a fatigued state from continuous hours of wakefulness 
against blood alcohol levels concluded that:

• 17 hours awake is equivalent to a blood alcohol content of .05 
• 21 hours awake is equivalent to a blood alcohol content of .08 (the legal limit 

in Canada) 
• 24-25 hours awake is equivalent to a blood alcohol content of .10 

• 1 Dawson, D., and Reid K. (1997). "Fatigue, alcohol and performance impairment." Nature 388, 235.



HOW MUCH SLEEP DO WE NEED?
Most people need 7.5 - 8.5 hours of sleep each 24-hour day. 

• Sleep loss built up slowly over several nights can be as harmful as sleep loss 
in one night. 

• Both produce a decline in performance such as slower reaction times, failure 
to respond to changes, and the inability to concentrate and make reasonable 
judgments

• Studies have reported that most night workers get about 5 to 7 hours less 
sleep per week than the day shift. (And in an ironic twist, you can accumulate 
a sleep "debt", but not a surplus!)



SHIFT WORK
In addition to fatigue caused by shortened periods of sleep, the quality of 
sleep during the day is not the same as during the night. People have a 
natural tendency to be awake during the day. 

Every person has a circadian rhythm - an internal biological time clock. This 
rhythm follows body temperature and changes our level of mental alertness. 

Typically, in a 24-hour period, our alertness is reduced between the hours of 
3:00 and 5:00 during the day and the night.

So during night shifts, workers are fighting against their natural rhythm to stay 
awake at a time when they would naturally sleep.



FATIGUE MUST BE TAKEN SERIOUSLY 
Fatigue results in slower reaction times, reduced ability to process 
information, memory lapses, absent-mindedness, decreased awareness, 
lack of attention, underestimation of risk, reduced coordination etc.

Fatigue can lead to errors and incidents, ill-health and injury, and reduced 
productivity. 

It is often a root cause of major incidents e.g. MS Herald of Free 
Enterprise, Chernobyl, Texas City, Clapham Junction rail crash, Challenger 
and Exxon Valdez.

Let's take a quick look at these accidents. 



PICTURES OF THESE DISASTERS 



ACCIDENTS INVOLVING FATIGUE
• MS Herald of Free Enterprise: A ferry which capsized moments after leaving 

the Belgian port on the night of 6 March 1987. 193 Dead.

• Chernobyl: Nuclear accident that occurred on 26 April 1986 at the 
No. 4 nuclear reactor in the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant.

• Texas City: An industrial accident - April 16, 1947 in the Port of Texas City, at 
Galveston Bay. 400-600 Dead, 4,000 injured.

• Clapham Junction: On the morning of 12 December 1988, a crowded 
passenger train crashed into the rear of another train. 35 Dead, 500 injured.

• Exxon Valdez: On March 24, 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil tanker bound 
for California, struck a reef, 2.4 km west of Tatitlek, Alaska.



HOW TO RECOGNIZE FATIGUE
Signs and symptoms of fatigue include:
• Tiredness
• Sleepiness, including falling asleep against your will ("micro" sleeps)
• Irritability
• Depression
• Lightheadedness  
• Loss of appetite
• Digestive problems, and 
• Increased susceptibility to illness.



ADDITIONAL FACTORS TO BE CONSIDERED
Fatigue is increased by:
• Dim lighting
• Limited visual acuity (i.e., due to weather) 
• High temperatures
• High noise
• High comfort
• Tasks which must be sustained for long periods of time, and 
• Work tasks which are long, repetitive, paced, difficult, boring and 

monotonous.



REMEMBER

Duty of Care: Common law has established that “every person has a duty of care 
to others”.

In the workplace environment, duty of care means that all people will pay 
attention to, and be aware of, the possible consequences of their actions. 

Taking this one step further, as a supervisor you must be aware of the causes of 
fatigue, it’s affect on workers and the consequences of having a fatigued worker 
on the work site.



Any questions, concerns or comments?
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