VULNERABLE WORK

Fatigue - managing the risk

DR KATHRYN DE LUG explains how fatigue management can protect

shiftworkers from harm.

With today's 24/7 sociely
demanding that many people
work shifts or extended hours,
managing fatigue in the work-
place has become an important
issue.

The [1SE Act requires employers
to take all practicable steps to
prevent harm from workplace
hazards — and these include
fatigue and the behaviour of
fatigued workers.

if employees are working
long or unsocial hours, result-
ing in poor quality sleep and
disrupted circadian rhythms,
there will be fatigue issues in the
organisation.

Wateh for signs

Common signs, and possible

consequences, of fatigue include

the following:

* Increased reaction times ~ A
truck driver fails to brake in
time, causing an accident.

¢ Reduced concentration — A
doctor makes a drug prescrip-
tion error.

* Micro-sleeps - A worker,
driving home after night
shift, nods off at the wheel
and runs into a school bus.

* Muddled thinking - A train
controller gives confusing
or incorrect instructions to
a repairman working on the
tracks.
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* Reduced motivation - A
worker fails to wear the re-
quired safety equipment.

¢ Impaired judgment— A work-
er drives when too fatigued to
do so safely.

+ Increased risk taking - A pilot
chooses to fly in poor weather
conditions.

¢ Increased mistakes - A casino
worker pays out over the
odds.

Management measures
The challenge for erganisations
is how to manage the risk of
fatigued workers. Successful
management requires an infe-
grated approach, including the
following measures:

* Implement a fatigue man-
agement policy for your
organisation.

s Assess staff rosters and hours
for indicative fatigue levels,

= Identify appropriate fatigue
counter-measures - includ-
ing the strategic use of food
and drinks, power napping,
bright light, sound, noise or
change of activity.

+ Regularly train and assess
staff on fatigue management.

« Provide fatigue leadership
training for managers/super-
visors —including training on
how to spot fatigued staff and
what to de about it

» Include screening for sleep
disorders in staff health
monitoring,.

s 1f you provide food on site,
review whether you are of-
fering the right types of food
to help staff keep awake.

= Regularly asses how individu-
als are coping with shiftwork,
using standardised tests. (As
shiftworkers get older they
may find it harder to cope due
to changes in sleep patterns.}

+ Consider fatigue as a possible
cause in all accident and inei-
dent investigations.

» Instigate an audit system to

regularly analyse fatigue-relat-
ed incidents and close-calls,

Aveid fragmentation

It is important not to implement
individual measures in isolation,
as they are designed to impact
and build on one another. For
example, the resulls of an “hours
of work” assessment can be
incorporated into training and
education materials, and/or into
identifying appropriate fatigue
counter-measures,

With the pressure in today’s
society to work more hours,
fatigue and its consequences
are costing New Zealand busi-
nesses millions of dollars a year
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in reduced performance, errors,
incidents, accidents, sickness,
absenteeism and staff turnover.
Managing fatigue-related risks
should be a central component
of any health and safety and risk
management strategy. B

For furtirer information on
managing the risks aof fatigue,
visit www.shiftwerk.conz.
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