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FATIGUE MANAGEMENT
A WORKER’S GUIDE

WHAT IS FATIGUE?
Fatigue is more than feeling tired and drowsy. In a work context, fatigue is a state of mental  
and/or physical exhaustion that reduces a person’s ability to perform work safely and effectively.

It can occur because of prolonged or intense mental or physical activity, sleep loss and/or 
disruption of the internal body clock.

Signs of fatigue include:

 � tiredness even after sleep

 � reduced hand-eye coordination or slow reflexes

 � short term memory problems and an inability to concentrate

 � blurred vision or impaired visual perception

 � a need for extended sleep during days off work. 

WHAT CAUSES FATIGUE?
Fatigue can be caused by work related or non-work related factors or a combination of both. 

Work related causes of fatigue include excessively long shifts, not enough time to recover 
between shifts and blocks of shifts, very strenuous jobs and long commuting times. An example 
of non-work related fatigue would be poor quality sleep due to street noise or family demands. 

THE BODY CLOCK
Most people are day-orientated meaning they are most alert and productive in the daytime and 
sleep at night. The circadian rhythms (the body clock) cause regular variations in individual body 
and mental functions repeated approximately every 24 hours. These rhythms regulate sleeping 
patterns, body temperature, heart rate, hormone levels, digestion and many other functions. 

These rhythms influence job performance and quality of sleep. Most of the body’s basic functions 
show maximum activity by day and minimum activity by night. The body rhythms affect the 
behaviour, alertness, reaction times and mental capacity of people to varying degrees. 
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WHY IS FATIGUE A PROBLEM IN THE WORKPLACE?
Fatigue may increase the risk of incidents because of a lack of alertness. Fatigue may result 
in a slower reaction to signals or situations and affect the ability to make good decisions, 
particularly when:

 � operating fixed or mobile plant including driving vehicles

 � undertaking critical tasks that require a high level of concentration  

 � undertaking night or shift work when a person would ordinarily be sleeping.

A person conducting a business or undertaking must ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, 
the health and safety of workers while they are at work. This means if fatigue is identified as 
causing a risk to work health and safety, then suitable control measures should be implemented 
in consultation with workers to eliminate or minimise the risks. 

YOUR RESPONSIBILITY AS A WORKER
Workers have a duty to take reasonable care for their own safety and health and that their acts 
or omissions don’t adversely affect the health or safety of others. Workers must also comply 
with any reasonable instruction and cooperate with any reasonable policy or procedure relating 
to fatigue at the workplace, for example fitness for work policies and policies regarding second 
jobs.

To reduce the risk of being involved in a work incident caused by fatigue, you should:

 � comply with your organisation’s policies and procedures relating to fatigue

 � understand your sleep, rest and recovery needs and obtain adequate rest and sleep away 
from work

 � seek medical advice and assistance if you have or are concerned about a health condition 
that affects your sleep and/or causes fatigue

 � assess your own fitness for work before commencing work

 � monitor your level of alertness and concentration while you are at work

 � look out for signs of fatigue in the people you work with

 � in consultation with your supervisor, take steps to manage fatigue, for example take a break 
or short nap (night shift), maintain hydration (drink water), do some stretching or physical 
exercise, adjust the work environment (lighting, temperature)

 � talk to your supervisor or manager if you foresee or experience being impaired by fatigue 
likely to create a health and safety risk e.g. because of a health condition, excessive work 
demands or personal circumstances

 � assess your fatigue levels after work and take suitable commuting and accommodation 
options (e.g. avoiding driving if fatigued).

Further information is available in the Guide for managing the risk of fatigue at work.

Contact information 
 
Safe Work Australia 
Phone: 1300 551 832 
Email: info@safeworkaustralia.gov.au 
Website: www.swa.gov.au

http://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/sites/SWA

