
You Wouldn’t Go to Work 
Intoxicated, Right?

Unpacking Fatigue in EMS



Objectives 
and 
Overview

• Let’s try and get all 
the statistics out of 
the way 

• Is this really a new 
problem?

• Unpacking a good 
night's sleep

• Sleep and our overall 
health

• Microsleep 
• All I Really Need to 

Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten!

• If he mentions taking 
my caffeine, I am 
leaving…

• Changing your sleep 
habits

• 30 Day Sleep 
Challenge 



I want this 
to really 
hit home…

Sleep is a biological 
blind sleep, as a society 
we have created better 
ways to stay awake! You 
must have the discipline 
to make it happen! 



What do people need to reach 
their full potential and thrive?

• According to psychologist 
Abraham Maslow, human beings’ 
physiological needs for food, 
water, clothing, shelter, and sleep 
must be satisfied for them to 
address more complex needs like 
mental and physical health, 
relationships, sobriety, long-term 
housing, and employment.



Everything is built 
off sleep…



This is 
“new” 
right? 

With current 
advancements in 
artificial lights, humans 
can physically go for 
days without sleep…But 
the mind cannot!



Let’s 
define 
Fatigue? 

A subjective, unpleasant 
symptom that incorporates 
total body feelings ranging 
from tiredness to 
exhaustion, creating an 
unrelenting overall 
condition that interferes 
with a person’s ability to 
function to normal capacity



WHY? 

• This is not meant to talk 
to you about the effects 
of fatigue on you today, 
next shift, this month, or 
even this year! 

• This about the affects of 
fatigue on your career! 



U drunk, 
bro?

• Losing even two hours of 
sleep is like the effect of 
having three beers

• 17 hours without sleep is 
comparable to a 0.05 BAC

• 21 hours without sleep is 
comparable to a 0.08 BAC

• 24 to 25 hours without 
sleep is comparable to a 
0.10 BAC



Why is this such a 
big deal? 

• Fatigued people are 3 times more likely to be in a car crash
• Drowsy driving is responsible for more than 6,400 U.S. deaths annually
• NHTSA links 100,000 MVAs per year to fatigue 

• 59% of night shift workers sleep less than 7 hours a day
• The risk of injury on night shifts is 30% higher than on day shifts

• Fatigued EMS workers have a 1.9 greater odds of injury and 3.6 greater odds of safety-
compromising behavior compared to their non-fatigued colleagues

• 97% of fatigued workers have reduced cognitive performance
• fatigued EMS workers had 2.2 times greater odds of medical errors or adverse events 

compared to their non-fatigued colleagues



Why is this such a 
big deal? 

• Chronic sleep-deprivation causes depression, 
obesity, cardiovascular disease and other 
illnesses

• Obese firefighters who didn’t get enough sleep 
on shift were twice as likely to report having had 
an on-duty injury in the past 6-12 months than 
those who felt like they received enough sleep

• Staying awake at night or lack of good sleep may 
increase the risk of suicidal thoughts and 
attempts, a new study has found.

• Sleep deprivation makes you 5 times more likely 
to take your own life!





The Epworth Sleepiness Scale
The Epworth Sleepiness Scale is widely used in the field of sleep medicine as a subjective measure of a 
patient's sleepiness.  The test is a list of eight situations in which you rate your tendency to become sleepy 
on a scale of 0, no chance of dozing, to 3, high chance of dozing.  When you finish the test, add up the 
values of your responses.  Your total score is based on a scale of 0 to 24.  The scale estimates whether you 
are experiencing excessive sleepiness that  possibly requires medical attention. 

How Sleepy Are You? How likely are you to doze off or fall asleep in the following situations? You should 
rate your chances of dozing off, not just feeling tired. Even if you have not done some of these things 
recently try to determine how they would have affected you. 
• For each situation, decide whether or not you would have:     

• No chance of dozing  = 0

• Slight chance of dozing = 1
• Moderate chance of dozing = 2

• High chance of dozing  = 3





Analyze Your 
Score

• 0-7: It is unlikely that you are abnormally 
sleepy. 

• 8-9: You have an average amount of daytime 
sleepiness.   

• 10-15: You may be excessively sleepy 
depending on the situation. You may want to 
consider seeking medical attention. 

• 16-24: You are excessively sleepy and should 
consider seeking medical attention. 





If I am up here being honest….





Train like the Pros• The capacity to make fewer mistakes.

• Faster reaction times.

• Accuracy – for example, as the baseball season 
progresses and tiredness levels increase, pitching and 
batting accuracy levels tend to fall. Good sleeping 
habits can minimize this deterioration.

• Serena Williams, 39 times Grand Slam tennis winner 
reached her tenth Wimbledon final only 10 months 
after giving birth – a fact she partly puts down to her 
unwavering commitment to regular sleep routines, 
high quality mattresses and pillows and regular 
daytime naps.

• From the world of team sports, football legend Tom 
Brady likes his 8 hours, going to bed during the season 
at 830pm (often before his kids) and rising at 530 am –
and at 39 years of age and still at the peak of his 
powers, he would seem to have found the perfect 
sleeping method.



The Big Game
If we lose, 

someone dies



A Cool Study….



The soccer team from England identified the 
importance of quality rest. By carefully analyzing 
everything from bedroom temperature to body 
positions when sleeping, each player was given an 
individual rest plan. The club also went to the 
expense of having special mattresses and pillows 
made for each player with their individual 
characteristics in mind. As a result, recovery after 
matches improved exponentially as did decision-
making during games. The new strategy also 
improved the player’s stamina levels which led to 
positive results on the field. The culmination of this 
being when the team managed to turn a 0-3 deficit 
15 minutes from full-time into a 4-3 win. Luck? These 
players and staff might tell you otherwise.



Another One:



Group 1: 7 hours of sleep:

98%

Group 2: 6 hours of sleep:

50%

Group 3: 5 hours of sleep:

28%

Group 4: 4 hours of sleep:

15%



“I slept like a baby!” 

There are two basic types of sleep: rapid eye movement (REM) sleep and non-REM 
sleep (which has three different stages).

• Stage 1 non-REM sleep is the changeover from wakefulness to sleep.
• 0-9%

• Stage 2 non-REM sleep is a period of light sleep before you enter deeper sleep.
• 44-59%

• Stage 3 non-REM sleep is the period of deep sleep that you need to feel refreshed in 
the morning.

• 10-12%

• REM sleep first occurs about 90 minutes after falling asleep.
• Memory consolidation most likely requires both non-REM and REM sleep.

• 19-27%



I know being sleepy sucks, 
but is it really BAD for you? 

• Normal sleep
• Normal blood flow

• Up all night!
• Slight increase blood flow!

• Every pulled ONE all night-er for a 
test? 

• Every time the person went into REM, then 
woke them up with a annoying sound….

• Severe drop in blood flow
• Comparable to damage from CVA



The Dangers of 
“Microsleep” 

• Simply put, microsleep is when you fall asleep for a period of 
several seconds.

• Microsleep can occur at any time of day, not just at night. 
During an episode, you may appear to be awake, and even 
have your eyes open, but your brain does not process 
information. 

• The best way to prevent microsleep is prioritizing sleep and 
making sure you get the right amount of sleep you need to 
feel refreshed and alert .



Other long 
terms effects 
of fatigue 

• Increase chance of obesity 
• Increase in average blood 

pressure
• Increase in chances in 

cancer….. In FACT
• WHO now considers shift 

work as a class II carcinogen 
• Increase in chances of NIDDM 

• And don’t you think that as 
bad as we eat, our pancreas 
doesn’t need any more 
help! 



Shift Work and Cancer

• In 2007, the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) 
classified shift work with circadian disruption or chronodisruption as 
a probable human carcinogen. Short-term disturbances of biological 
24-hour-rhythms following exposures to light and darkness at unusual 
times are well-known as “jet-lag” and “shift-lag” symptoms. 

• However, that chronic disturbances or disruptions of timely 
sequenced circadian rhythms (chronodisruption) should contribute to 
long-term developments of cancer is a relatively new concept. This 
review provides background and practical information with regard to 
the open question „does shift-work cause cancer?



All nighters 
are like cup 
cakes….



Oh my, my 
favorite 

treatment for 
fatigue… 





Caffeine Can Be Your 
Friend

• If not overused… 

• Use it only when you need it
• Right when you wake up
• Right after lunch 
• NOT within 5 hours of 

bedtime

What works better than caffeine? 



Naps: The Good 
and Bad Solution
• Naps are for efficient sleepers only! 

• If you struggle to fall asleep, then don’t nap during the day! 

• Naps doesn’t mean unconsciousness for 3-4 hours! 
• 10–20-minute naps are also referred to as power naps. These short naps allow you 

to wake up feeling refreshed, energized, and alert.
• 90-minute naps allow you to cycle through all sleep stages while avoiding sleep 

inertia
• A good midday snooze session can increase alertness, reduce stress, sharpen cognitive 

skills, improve your mood and help you figure out how to stop being a night owl.



EMS = Earn Money Sleeping? 

• A nap—no longer than 30 minutes helps your body recharge and refocus 
on the task at hand. Night-shift napping has been shown to decrease 
sleepiness on the job and improve workplace outcomes. Plus, taking 1–2 
naps a week can reduce your chances of stroke, heart attack, or heart 
failure

• Google
• Huffington Post
• Cisco
• Ben & Jerry’s
• Facebook
• Uber
• Zappos



I don’t think my Chief 
will like this….
• Administrators of Emergency Medical 

Services (EMS) operations lack guidance 
on how to mitigate workplace fatigue, 
which affects greater than half of all EMS 
personnel.

• If you got a call while eating breakfast, 
what would you tell your crews when 
they came back? 

• How is getting a call, in the middle of the night 
any different? 



The Bad: 
They also found that performance increased 
as time from a nap to the test increased. For 
example, if prehospital personnel had napped 
in the hour before the test, they were more 
likely to do worse than if they had napped 3 
hours before the test. The authors 
hypothesized this is likely due to sleep inertia, 
or grogginess upon waking. 



Napping 101!
Don’t measure the quality of the nap by 
being unconscious, just by resting, helps 
you relive stress, improve effectiveness, 
and decrease fatigue. 



Changing the Stations! 



Have other medical 
divisions changed? 



“I am not paying you to sleep” 

Researchers suggest that employers look at the cost of not allowing 
naps. Insufficient employee sleep leads to:

• Less productivity
• More absences at work
• Greater risk of errors
• Increased chance of workplace accidents and injuries
• Higher health care costs
• Company financial loss



Anybody see what changed with me? 



A crew calls out and you need someone to 
cover….
A well-known EMT/Medic program comes to you, and says they have 
five fresh providers ready to jump on the truck right now….

• They have an IQ 5-10 points lower than most
• Their hand-eye coordination is poor
• They are cranky and treat patients poorly 
• Their decision-making capability is lower than normal
• They tend to fall asleep
• And they want you to pay them 1.5-2.0 times the regular wage



Clocking 
out 
tired? 

• You need to recover! 

• Maybe nap PRIOR to leaving the station 
• I know it sucks when you come home from 

work and you have been up all night or up 
and down all night, and you want to do fun 
things! Movies, family time, etc. But you 
need sleep! A nap even! 



• You can also use the following techniques to 
better help you fall asleep at night. 

• Make sure to turn off electronics one hour 
prior to bed—no texting! 

• Set a relaxing bedtime routine, such as 
listening to calming music, reading a book or 
taking a warm bath. 

• Avoid caffeine in the late afternoon and 
evening. 

• If you are able, make sure to sleep in a cool, 
dark room.



How can 
YOU 
change? 

• Set up sleep goals! 

• Stop setting a ___ hours per day goal, that is 
insane! 

• 49-57 hours per week!
• If you only got 4 hours last night, 

well then you got 4 to make up 
before the end of the sleep week! 

• Short term loss of sleep, means 
making up for it short term! 



Let This Sink In…
• We require our pilots and semi-truck 

drivers to track sleep. There are 
agencies that oversee the number of 
hours worked vs the number of hours 
slept. Yet, we don’t have the same 
standards for our workforce carrying 
guns or making drug calculations to save 
our loved ones. 



How many of you 
are this person?!? 



Here are the 5 
recommendations 
to take back to 
your agency! 

• fatigue/sleepiness survey instruments 
to measure and monitor fatigue in 
EMS personnel

• personnel work shifts shorter than 
24 hours in duration

• EMS personnel have access to caffeine 
as a fatigue countermeasure.

• EMS personnel have the opportunity 
to nap while on duty to mitigate 
fatigue.

• EMS personnel receive education and 
training to mitigate fatigue and 
fatigue-related risks.



30-Day 
Sleep 
Challenge!

• Track your sleep! 

• Create a better sleeping area at home and in 
the station! 

• Black out curtains 
• DARK room! 
• Set up a routine 

• Dump the 5-10 snooze alarms! 



What did 
I learn? 

• Average sleep: 7 hours 9 mins

• 5 min snooze alarms have got to go! 20-25 min snooze alarms! 
• At home:

• Efficiency: >95%
• Stages: (average)

• More depth sleep than light sleep
• Normal REM cycle 

• On shift:
• Efficiency: 90-93%
• Stages: 

• More light sleep than deep sleep
• Low, below-average REM cycle 

• “Naps”:
• <90 mins no REM cycle, but woke up feeling rested
• >90mins got into REM cycle, felt like SHIT! 





You Wouldn’t Go to Work 
Intoxicated, Right?

Unpacking Fatigue in EMS



Contact
• EMAIL: shaunpitts@emsconnect.org
• Social Media: EMSconnect
• Podcast: EMSconnect On Shift
• Website: www.emsconnect.org 
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