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We need to wake up to the fact that sleep is a vital component to safe driving, says psychological
scientist Frank McKenna of the University of Reading.

The link between sleep and driving safety is so strong that in a recent study McKenna found that
people’s everyday bedtime routines could predict their likelihood of car crashes.

“It is clear that sleep hygiene, a measure that has no direct connection with driving, nevertheless, is able
to predict crash involvement,” he writes in the European Review of Applied Psychology. “In other
words, those factors that inhibit sleep quantity and or sleep quality may have important consequences for
our abilities to stay safe on the road.”

For the study, 7,075 experienced drivers (4,000 men and 3,075 women) completed a series of surveys on
their risky driving behaviors, such as speeding, traffic violations, and distracted driving. Additionally,
participants completed a driving risk profile comprised of evaluations of different risky driving
scenarios. For example, they would have to assess whether they would drive faster or slower than a
video of a speeding car.

Participants also reported on 17 items related to getting a good night’s sleep (e.g. maintaining a regular
sleep schedule, avoiding late nights) as well as behaviors that disrupt sleep (e.g. ingesting caffeine
before bed).



The results revealed a relationship between sleep habits, risky driving behavior, and crash risk. Those
who scored in poorest 10% of sleep habits were 2.8 times more likely to have been in a crash than those
who scored in the top 10%. Poor sleep habits also predicted a significantly higher risk of falling asleep at
the wheel.

McKenna suggests that poor sleep hygiene doesn’t just make drivers too sleepy to drive safely, but also
causes dangerous lapses in drivers’ attention.

Another recent study confirms a link between sleep disruptions and wandering attention on the road.

A team led by Johanna F. A. Schwarz of Stockholm University recruited 47 participants with no history
of sleep problems. Half of the participants had a full night’s sleep, while those in the sleep-deprived
condition only slept for 4 hours.

The subjects then came into the lab where they completed measures for sleepiness, sustained attention,
and fitness to drive. Driving capabilities were tested with a standardized battery of key driving skills in a
computerized driving simulator.

Attention was measured by the Mackworth Clock Test, a task initially designed to assess the vigilance of
radar operators in the British Air Force during World War II. Participants viewed a clock-like pointer
that regularly passes around a circle, like a second hand moving on a clock face. At random intervals,
the pointer makes an irregular jump, which participants are supposed to note by pressing a button.

Sleep-deprived participants showed significant decrements on the sustained attention tasks, as well
reduced reaction times on the driving fitness test, compared to the well-rested control group.

“In the present study, one single night of restricted sleep caused significant sustained attention
decrements accompanied by increased subjective and physiological sleepiness,” the researchers
conclude.

Together, the findings suggest that, in addition to policies defining what constitutes being too young or
intoxicated to drive, authorities may want to look into policies addressing drivers who are too drowsy to
drive.
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