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Going without sleep a danger, says study
by Peter Spinks

Science reporter

The Age Thursday 17 July 1997
Australian scientists have found that moderate levels of fatigue impair performance more than alcohol does.

An Adelaide sleep research team found that even relatively short periods of sustained wakefulness could impair performance at the same level as, or worse than, intoxication with alcohol. This could increase the risk of accidents.

Ms Kathryn Reid of Adelaide University, who coordinated the work with Dr Drew Dawson of the Centre for Sleep Research at the University of South Australia, said the research suggested that policy makers might need to consider their degree of liability in letting people operate machinery or drive home after night shifts when they have been awake for extended periods.

Ms Reid said more research was needed to have a standard for assessing performance impairment in different areas.

The study highlights the fact that shiftwork, which has increased dramatically since the industrial revolution, may be an occupational hazard that can increase fatigue, lower alertness and impair performance in jobs requiring coordination, decision making, memory and searching skills.

Workers might also experience problems with their moods and motivation.

Ms Reid said research over the past two decades had documented the kinds of impairment associated with sleep deprivation, but the relative risks have not been well quantified.

The study measured the performance impairment associated with alcohol intoxication against sustained wakefulness.

“By doing this, it was possible to quantify the impairment associated with sustained wakefulness and express it in a blood alcohol impairment equivalent,” Ms Reid said.

During the study, 40 people participated in two sessions. In one, the subjects were kept awake for 28 hours and what psychologists call their “cognitive psycho-motor performance” – a measure of their ability to coordinate tasks – was measured. In the second session, people had to consume 10 grams of alcohol at half-hour intervals until their blood-alcohol concentration reached 0.1 per cent.

In each session, cognitive psycho-motor performance was measured using an unpredictable tracking task from the start of the session. “Our analyses indicated that performance decreased significantly in the alcohol and sustained wakefulness conditions,” Ms Reid said.

“Moreover equating the performance impairment in both conditions showed that between 18 and 27 hours of sustained wakefulness, performance decreased to an equivalent blood-alcohol concentration greater than 0.05 per cent.”

After a full day of sustained wakefulness, the researchers discovered, much to their surprise, the performance impairment was equivalent to that found at a blood-alcohol concentration of 0.96 per cent.
“By expressing the performance impairment due to fatigue as a blood-alcohol equivalent we can provide policy makers and the community with an easily grasped index of the relative impairment associated with fatigue,” Ms Reid said.

The results of the study will be published in Nature today.

Ian Bristow, 32, Newport, Defence Department technical officer:
It’s more lifestyle changes than work that upsets my sleep. I’m pretty well tired most of the time – with night school and other commitments.

Marina Dobrijevic, 23, Vermont, Environmental Health Officer:
No, work does not normally affect my sleep patterns. I work fairly constant hours and don’t have a need to take work home. The more sleep I get the better.

Gill Perkins, 29, Bondi, Theatre Company Manager:
Yes, work affects my sleeping patterns. At the moment I am working on contract until December but when I am freelance, my sleeping patterns are more sporadic.
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