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Driver Tiredness 
The problem 
 

•  Driver tiredness is one of the biggest killers on our roads, particularly 
on motorways and other monotonous roads, where it causes one in 
five crashes. Research suggests that about 300 people are killed 
each year as a result of drivers falling asleep at the wheel. [1] 

[1] Department for Transport, www.thinkroadsafety.gov.uk  
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•  Crashes caused by drivers falling asleep at the wheel typically 
involve vehicles running off the road or into the back of another 
vehicle. They tend to be relatively high-speed crashes, because 
drivers do not brake before crashing, so the risk of death or serious 
injury occurring is greater than in other types of crashes. [2] 

[2] Department for Transport, www.thinkroadsafety.gov.uk  
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•  Too little sleep radically affects your ability to drive safely and after five 
hours’ sleep you only have a one in ten chance of staying fully awake 
on a lengthy journey. [3] 

[3] Loughborough University Sleep Research Centre, www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/hu/groups/sleep 
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Who is at risk? 
 

•  The highest risk group is young male drivers, who are most likely to 
crash due to tiredness in the early morning after little or no sleep. [4]  

 

•  Older male drivers are also at risk during the mid-afternoon, when it 
is common to experience a ‘dip’ in your body clock. [5] 

[4] Horne, J.A., Misperceptions about Unforewarned “Sleep Attacks” When Driving, British Medical Journal, 2002, 325:657 
[5] Loughborough University Sleep Research Centre,  
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Fact: 
•  About four in ten tiredness-related crashes involve someone driving a 

commercial vehicle. [6] 

[6] Department for Transport, www.thinkroadsafety.gov.uk  
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The law 
•  If you are found to be driving tired, you may be charged with: - 

careless driving (when driving has fallen below the standard expected 
of a careful and competent driver); - dangerous driving (when driving 
has fallen far below the standard expected of a careful and competent 
driver). 

 

•  If you cause a death while driving tired, you can be charged with 
death by dangerous driving, if there is sufficient evidence available. 
The maximum penalty for death by dangerous driving is 14 years in 
prison. 

Driver Tiredness 
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The law (continued) 
 

•  It can sometimes be difficult to prove that a crash was caused by 
driver tiredness. This is partly due to the fact that, unlike alcohol, 
tiredness leaves no physical traces in someone who is dead or 
unconscious. If you are involved in a crash when you have been 
driving tired, you may not remember feeling tired beforehand. 
However, the police can still investigate tiredness as a possible cause 
by looking into your schedules, hours, tacographs (if you drive a truck 
for work), the type of impact and eyewitness statements. The police 
can also examine marks on the road for evidence of braking.  
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Date: 16/01/2014 10 

Factors contributing to tired driving 
Many factors can contribute to driver tiredness and increase your risk of 

being involved in a tiredness-related crash. 
 

•  Time of Day. 
•  Stress. 
•  Lack of Sleep. 
•  Dehydration. 
•  Medication. 
•  Vehicle Engineering. 

Driver Tiredness 
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Time of day 
•  The most common times for drivers (with normal sleep patterns) to 

fall asleep are early morning (midnight-6am) and early afternoon 
(2pm-4pm) when the body clock ‘dips’. 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving at Night: 
 

To assess the extent to which tiredness hinders driving performance, 
researchers at Utrecht University in the Netherlands recruited 14 healthy 
young men aged 21 to 25. 

 

•  Under supervision, each one drove for two, four and eight hours at a time 
through the night. They had to maintain a constant 80mph on the motorway 
and remain in the centre of their traffic lane. 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving at Night: 
 

After just two hours behind the wheel, the drivers were already making the 
same mistakes they would if they had 0.05 per cent BAC 

 

At three hours, their performance corresponded to 0.08 BAC 
 

At four-and-a-half hours it was equivalent to 0.10 per cent 
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Stress 
•  A typical symptom of stress due to work or home life pressures is tiredness. 
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Lack of sleep 
 

Drivers may suffer lack of sleep for a number of possible reasons: - 
Irregular sleep patterns: this can be a problem if you work shifts and switch 

regularly from day to night shifts without having sufficient time off in between for 
your body clock to adjust. 

Insufficient rest periods, if you work long hours or have long commutes to work. 
You may also not get sufficient rest if you juggle more than one job or fit in a 
demanding hobby. 

Disturbed sleep, for example, caused by a baby, stress or domestic problems, or 
due to sleep disorders such as insomnia and sleep apnoea. Sleep apnoea 
suffers are about seven times more likely to have car crashes. [7] 

 

[7] Sleep Apnoea Trust, Website: www.sleep-apnoea-trust.org  
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Driver Tiredness 
Epworth Sleepiness Scale (ESS) 
Dr Johns was the Founding Director of the Sleep Disorders Unit at Epworth 

Hospital, Melbourne, Australia. 
Developed a questionnaire will help you measure your general level of 

daytime sleepiness. 
First published in 1991 and was subsequently modified slightly in 1997. It has 

become the most frequently used method worldwide for assessing a 
person’s average level of daytime sleepiness in daily life. Answers to the 
questions are rated on a reliable scale called the Epworth Sleepiness 
Scale (ESS). 
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Epworth Sleepiness Scale (ESS) Questionnaire: 
The questionnaire asks the subject to rate his or her probability of falling asleep 

on a scale of increasing probability from 0 to 3 for eight different situations 
that most people engage in during their daily lives, though not necessarily 
every day.[8] The scores for the eight questions are added together to obtain 
a single number. 

Each item is rated from 0 to 3, with: 
•  0 = would never doze 

•  1 = slight chance of dozing 

•  2 = moderate chance of dozing 

•  3 = high chance of dozing 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driver Tiredness 
Situation Chance of Dozing 
•  Sitting and reading      0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  Watching television      0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  Sitting inactive in a public place (theatre/meeting)   0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  As a passenger in a car for an hour without a break  0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  Lying down to rest in the afternoon    0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  Sitting and talking to someone     0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  Sitting quietly after lunch (with no alcohol)   0 -1- 2 - 3 
•  In a car, while stopped in traffic     0 -1- 2 - 3 
 
A number in the 0–9 range is considered to be normal while a number in the 

10–24 range indicates that expert medical advice should be sought.[8] 
For instance, scores of 11-15 are shown to indicate the possibility of mild to 

moderate sleep apnea, where a score of 16 and above indicates the 
possibility of severe sleep apnea or narcolepsy.[8] 

 
[8] Epworth Sleepiness Scale | University of Maryland Medical Center 
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Driver Tiredness 
Dehydration: 
In two recent studies, researchers at the University of Connecticut’s Human 

Performance Laboratory discovered the mental, mood and cognitive 
downside of even mild dehydration. 

 

Investigators determined that it didn’t matter if a person had just walked for 
40 minutes on a treadmill or was sitting at rest – the adverse effects from 
mild dehydration were the same. 

 

Mild dehydration is defined as an approximately 1.5 percent loss in normal 
water volume in the body. 
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Driver Tiredness 
Dehydration: 
•  In order to stay properly hydrated, experts recommend that individuals 

drink eight, 8-ounce glasses of water a day, which is approximately 
equivalent to about 2 litres of water. 

•  People can check their hydration status by monitoring the colour of their 
urine. Urine should be a very pale yellow in individuals who are properly 
hydrated. 

•  Urine that is dark yellow or tan in colour indicates greater dehydration. 
Proper hydration is particularly important for high-risk groups, such as the 
elderly, people with diabetes, and children.[9] 

[9] University of Connecticut 
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Driver Tiredness 
Dehydration: 
•  Symptoms of dehydration  
•  Dehydration can be mild, moderate or severe, depending on how much of 

your body weight is lost through fluids. 
•  Thirst is the first sign of dehydration. Other symptoms may include: 
•  dizziness or light-headedness  
•  passing small amounts of urine infrequently (less than three or four times 

a day)  
•  Dehydration can also lead to a loss of strength and stamina. It's the 

main cause of heat exhaustion 
•  headache   
•  tiredness  
•  dry mouth, lips and eyes  
•  dark coloured urine   
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Shifts and rest breaks 
•  If you work long shifts you are more likely to suffer fatigue, particularly 

if your work involves long journeys on monotonous roads, such as 
motorways. If you drive for work or as part of your work you will 
become tired more quickly if you do not take regular breaks from 
driving.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Medication 
•  Both prescription drugs, including some anti-depressants and over-the-counter 

drugs can affect driving by causing drowsiness and impaired alertness. Over-
the-counter drugs sometimes carry warnings that are not immediately obvious 
or entirely clear in the meaning. You should always check with your doctor or 
pharmacist whether any medication you take can impair driving.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Vehicle engineering 
Vehicles are often quieter and more comfortable than they used to be, meaning 

you might be more relaxed when driving. As well as this, driving can have 
a lulling effect, particularly in vehicles fitted with comfort-enhancing 
features, such as cruise control. [8] 

[8] Road Safety UK, www.roadsafetyuk.co.uk/drvfatig.htm  
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Planning and scheduling 
If you are planning on driving a considerable distance or if you drive for work, you 

should make sure you plan ahead and allow sufficient time for regular breaks. 
The Government recommends that drivers take breaks of at least 15 minutes 
at least every two hours. However, If you get tired sooner than every two hours 
you may need more breaks.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving for work 
You should allow for unexpected hold-ups, such as congestion, which can mean 

a journey takes far longer than expected, leading to tiredness and the 
temptation to speed. 

If you think you are driving for longer than you should be, speak to your 
employer. Employers have responsibilities under road traffic law which mean 
that they should not set unrealistic schedules and must not put you at risk by 
work-related activities .  

Driver Tiredness 



Driving for work (continued) 
 

Defensive Drivers Course. 
Hire Car facility. 
Car sharing data-base. 
Drivers risk assessment. 
Video/Audio & internet conferencing/ 
fax/e-mail/Erooms/telephone/Elec. 
White boards. 
Company Road Code of Conduct. 
Commuting Car Sharing. 
European Safety Week (EH&S). 
Company Telephone Directory. 
Company Procedures/Guidance 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving on Company Business 
 

•  Duty of Care 
•  Health and Safety of Work Act – “to ensure so far as reasonable 

practicably, the health and safety of all employees while at work”. 
•  Corporate Manslaughter Act 
•  The Law 

Driver Tiredness 



Date: 16/01/2014 30 

•  Line Managers Duty 
•  Drivers Duty 
•  Risk Assessment - failure to conduct a risk assessment could lead to 

employees being exposed to unnecessary risk an organizations facing 
prosecution.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Insurance: 
 

•  Motor Insurance – Company Business Insurance 
•  Ministry of Justice - Reporting Accident 
•  What would you do? - Points on License 
•  Company Cars 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving for work (continued) 
If your job involves travelling more than two hours in each direction to a 

work location where you are working for a period of four or more 
hours, you should consider alternative means of transport or staying 
in overnight accommodation. If you are unexpectedly held up or feel 
too tired to drive after a day’s work, you must not drive. 

Driver Tiredness 
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Driving for work (continued) 
If you regularly travel to meetings or appointments, look into alternative modes 

of transport, such as trains or buses, allowing you to rest or work during the 
journey. This is much less risky but also environmentally-friendly and often 
cheaper. There is also the higher risk of travelling on the road to take into 
consideration. In some cases, it might even by possible for you to eliminate 
the need to travel altogether, for example by using video conferencing 
facilities rather than meeting in person. 

Driver Tiredness 
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Warning signs 
Research shows that normal sleep does not occur without warning. You should 

know when you are starting to feel sleepy. [9] Warning signs include: 
increased difficulty concentrating; yawning; heavy eyelids; eyes starting to 
‘roll’; and neck muscles relaxing, making the head droop. If you experience 
these symptoms, you should find somewhere safe to rest as soon as 
possible, rather than trying to fight off tiredness. Winding down the window, 
listening to music and talking to a passenger do not help prevent sleep, 
although they may temporarily help you to stay alert until you find 
somewhere safe to stop.  

[9] Loughborough University Sleep Research Centre, www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/hu/groups/sleep 
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Microsleeps 
A ‘microsleep’ occurs when someone nods off to between two and 30 seconds 

without realising or remembering it, often recalled afterwards as ‘head-
nodding’. This occurs when people are tired but are trying to stay awake, most 
common in monotonous situations. Nodding off for just a few seconds at the 
wheel can be fatal: if you are driving on a motorway at 70mph and nod off for 
six seconds you would travel nearly 200 metres, which could take you across 
three lanes of traffic and down an embankment onto another road or train track. 
[10] 

[10] Department for Transport, www.thinkroadsafety.gov.uk 
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What should you do? 
Get plenty of sleep before a journey, plan your journey to include time for 

adequate rest and don’t set out if you are already tired.  
Be particularly wary of driving unusually early or after a full day’s work. Better to 

stay overnight somewhere or take the train than drive a long way home after 
a busy day’s work. 

If you start to feel sleepy while driving: 
- Stop for a 15 minute break somewhere safe as soon as possible. This 
should never be on the hard shoulder as this is extremely dangerous. 
- If you drink caffeine, drink two cups of coffee or a high-caffeine drink, such 
as an energy drink. But be aware this provides temporary alertness only. 

Driver Tiredness 
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What should you do? (continued) 

Take a 10-15 minute rest or snooze, but no longer as you will go into a different 
type of sleep. Set an alarm clock to wake you. By the time you wake up any 
caffeine you have drunk will have kicked in and you may feel alert enough to 
continue your journey. 

If you still feel tired, you should not continue your journey. - Remember caffeine is 
a temporary drug and its effects do not last long. Sleep is the only long-term 
cure to tiredness. So if caffeine is helping you feel alert, it won’t last long and 
you may have to stop again soon.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Facts 
•  Research conducted by Loughborough University Sleep Research Centre, 

published on 19 October 2004 by Department for Transport (DfT) shows that:  
•  17% of road crashes resulting in injury or death were sleep related;  
•  One quarter of all road crashes that caused serious injury or death were sleep 

related;  
•  85% of drivers causing sleep related crashes were men;  
•  67% of sleep related crashes were caused by car drivers and 33% were caused 

by drivers of good vehicles;  
•  While road crashes occur mostly on Fridays, these sleep related crashes 

occurred least on Fridays and mostly on Mondays.  

Driver Tiredness 
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Facts (continued) 

Accident risk for fat drivers 
•  Overweight drivers are more than twice as likely to be killed or seriously injured 

in road accidents than thinner people, says new research.  
•  The findings of international studies have prompted the motoring organisation 

the RAC Foundation to call for drivers to be more aware of the risks they are 
taking.  

•  Seatbelts and air bags were 
designed for average-sized people 
and car interiors might not be 
suitably designed for heavier 
people.  
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Financial Cost of Accidents 
 

•  The DfT 2009 Accident Valuation Report estimates that the value of 
preventing the accidents that happened on the roads in 2009 would be 
around £15.8 billion. 

 

•  The DfT estimates that the average cost per seriously injured casualty 
on the roads is £178,160. 

 

•  The DfT estimates that the average cost per fatality on the roads is 
£1,585,510. 
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2001 on the A595 just South of Calderbridge at 06:20 am   
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Thank You 
for you 
attention. 
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