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By MELINDA BECK

Asleep at the Wheel: Waking Up
To the Risks of Drowsy Driving
February 5, 2008; Page D1

You're driving down a highway on a pleasant afternoon. Traffic
is light and the road is straight and your eyelids begin to droop.
You yawn and open the window. You shift in your seat. You
slap your cheek. Suddenly you are heading for an embankment
at 60 mph with your eyes closed.
That scenario is frighteningly
common in a nation that burns
the candle at both ends. Some
60% of Americans say they
have driven while drowsy, and
37% admit to nodding off at
the wheel, according to the
National Sleep Foundation.
Lack of sleep is a factor in
iStockPhoto
one-fifth of motor-vehicle
accidents and near accidents, studies conducted for the
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration found. It's
also to blame in one-third of fatal truck accidents -- equivalent
to alcohol and drugs combined.
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Even those numbers underestimate the problem, experts say.
Unlike alcohol, sleep leaves no markers in a driver's blood or
breath. But there are telltale signs: Cars with a sleeping driver
often drift out of their lane until they hit something and show
no sign of braking.
"Some people drift
to the center. I
Have you endangered yourself and
others by falling asleep at the wheel?
drifted to the right,"
What do you do to keep yourself awake, says Tom Callaghy,
and does it work? Could you arrange
a professor at the
your life differently to minimize the risk?
Join a discussion.
University of
Pennsylvania who
was driving in Virginia in 2001. He knew he was sleepy and
leaned over to wake his wife but nodded off momentarily and
plummeted down a gulley. A tree slammed through the
passenger side, killing her instantly.
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Even without actually falling asleep, drivers can go for miles in
what some experts call "highway hypnosis," with their reflexes
slowed and their judgment impaired. And it doesn't take much
to reach that state. Averaging four hours of sleep for five nights
builds the same level of cognitive impairment as being awake
for 24 hours -- the equivalent of legal drunkenness, says
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Charles Czeisler, a professor of sleep medicine at Harvard
Medical School. Having one beer in that condition, he notes,
has the impact of a six pack.
Chronic sleep deprivation has also been linked to diabetes,
heart attack, stroke, high blood pressure, depression and
obesity, which leads to obstructive sleep apnea, which causes
even more sleep deprivation, according to the Institute of
Medicine.
Yet Americans think nothing of working long hours and then
getting on the road. "Our society thinks sleep is for slackers,"
says Darrel Drobnich, acting CEO of the National Sleep
Foundation.
More than half of
TOO TIRED TO DRIVE?
sleep-related crashes You should pull over if you are:
are caused by
• Blinking frequently
drivers under 25.
• Yawning
• Bobbing your head
Teens need more
• Drifting from your lane
sleep than adults,
• Missing exits or traffic signs
• Unable to remember the last miles driven
due to brain and
Source: DrowsyDriving.org
hormonal changes,
but they often get
much less, between
homework, activities and delayed sleep rhythms, and school
days that start early. And while drunk driving is associated with
bad kids, Mr. Drobnich says, it's often high achievers who are
vulnerable to sleep-related accidents.
Some states restrict young drivers to daylight hours to reduce
the risks. Laws to specifically outlaw driving on little sleep are
pending in several states; now, New Jersey has the only one.
Some auto makers are testing technologies that alert drivers if
their eye movements suggest drowsiness or if a car seems out
of control.
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But nothing substitutes for sleep, experts say. "If your eyes are
getting heavy, you should have been off the road a half-hour
ago," says Mr. Drobnich. Opening the window or turning on
the radio have very limited effect, studies have shown. Often,
the more you fight the urge to sleep, the stronger it becomes.
"The body's homeostatic drive for sleep can seize control
involuntarily," says Dr. Czeisler.
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Caffeine can temporarily block the sleep receptors in the brain.
But pulling over for a 20-minute nap is more effective, experts
say. Better yet, plan ahead to get at least seven hours of sleep
the night before you drive. Take breaks and have another adult
with you, awake, who can spell you. And if you're unavoidably
tired, ask yourself if this trip is worth the risk.
"Drive responsibly. Don't think you're just going to get through
it," says Prof. Callaghy. "You really never know how sleepy
you are."
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As The Wall Street Journal's new Health
Journal columnist, Melinda Beck is
returning to her love of reporting after a
seven-year stint as the editor of
Marketplace, the paper's second
section. Before joining the Journal in
1996 as deputy Marketplace editor,
Melinda was a writer and editor at
Newsweek magazine, and wrote more
than two dozen cover stories on topics
ranging from the Oklahoma City
bombing to the O.J. Simpson trial to
liquid diets and the dilemmas of longterm care. She's always found covering
health-care issues particularly exciting,
as evidenced by awards she's won for
her stories from the Arthritis Foundation,
the AARP, the American Society on
Aging, the American College of
Emergency Physicians, the National
Institute of Health Care Management
and the American College of Health
Care Administrators. Melinda graduated
from Yale University and lives in New
York City with her husband and two
daughters.
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