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What Do 
OEM 
Physicians 
Do?

 Management of Workplace Illness or Injury
 Acute treatment
 Specialist treatment input (referred by GP)
 Coordinating Rehabilitation and RTW

 Preventative Medicine
 Health monitoring for hazardous substances
 Assistance with Employee Wellness programs or 

EAPs 
 Alcohol and Other Drug management services

 Medical Risk Management Consultancy
 Worksite hazard assessment
 Expert input into Health Safety and Environment 

policy
 Independent medical assessments when required 
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Sleep

Sleep is vital, not negotiable
Acute sleep deprivation
Chronic sleep insufficiency

Recommended amount of sleep varies by 
age and is subject to large individual 
variation.  
For adults 7 to 9 hours is typically suggested.

Recovery from insufficient sleep takes time.
Can’t just repay your sleep debt with a couple 

of extra hours on a day off.
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Acute Sleep 
Deprivation

Associated with effects on: 
 cognition, 
 mood, 
 judgement and 
 sleepiness/microsleeps.

Alcohol Analogy:
 17-19 hours awake or ≤5 hours sleep over 4 or more nights 

 ~ BAC 0.05
 22hrs awake 

 ~ BAC 0.08-0.1
Major (and reasonably foreseeable) implications for 

safety at work and travelling
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Chronic 
Sleep 
Insufficiency

Associated with: 
several medical conditions, 
accidents  
workplace errors and 
mortality.

“Fatigue”
To discuss more later
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Circadian 
Rhythms

Body has inherent 24 to 25 hour cycle
Measurable variations in body temperature, 

blood pressure and hormones

Cycle also influenced by external factors:
Light/dark
Social or work patterns
Food/other substances

Physiological reason why we are sleepy 
at certain times: 
3-5am sleepy++ 
3-5pm sleepy+
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Circadian 
Rhythms
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Circadian 
Disruption

Anything that disturbs this pattern (such 
as shift work) leads to: 
Circadian Disruption:

 Sleep-wake disturbance.
 Internal desynchronisation.
 Health effects as noted on a subsequent slide

Disturbed socio-temporal patterns:
 Social insufficiency.
 Stress.

Behavioural changes:
 Diet.
 Smoking.
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Circadian 
Disruption –
Physiological 
Effects

Physiological effects of disturbed 
circadian rhythm:
Melatonin
Vitamin D
Other Hormonal Mechanisms
Lifestyle

Proposed that these may increase 
the risk of a variety of health 
conditions.

10



Circadian 
Disruption –
Health 
Effects

Disruption of circadian rhythm known to 
have several pathophysiological effects:
“Fatigue”
Peptic ulcer disease.
 Ischaemic heart disease.
 Ischaemic stroke
Compromised pregnancy outcome
Metabolic disturbances, obesity and 

diabetes.
Cancer
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What is 
Fatigue?

A state of weariness caused by 
physical and/or mental exertion

Physical fatigue is the transient 
inability of muscle to maintain 
optimal physical performance.

Mental fatigue is a transient decrease 
in maximal cognitive performance 
resulting from prolonged periods of 
cognitive activity. It can manifest as 
somnolence, lethargy and 
inattention.
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Causes of 
Fatigue

 Insufficient Sleep
 Lack of opportunity (insufficient hours of sleep)
 Poor quality sleep
 Cumulative sleep debt

 Medical causes
 thyroid disorder, heart disease, diabetes, malignancy, other chronic 

disease or a sleep disorder.

 Lifestyle-related causes
 Alcohol and other drugs
 Lack of regular exercise
 Poor sleep hygeine

 Workplace-related causes
 Work hours and shift patterns
 Nature of tasks
 Workplace stress. 

 Emotional concerns and stress
 Mental health problems, such as depression and grief.
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Potential 
Employment
-Related 
Contributors 
to Fatigue

 Physical exertion:
 the degree depends on frequency and length of physical tasks 

and also other characteristics of the work – static or dynamic
 inadequate rest breaks 
 environmental stressors/hazards such as heat, noise and vibration.

 Sleep disruption
 shift work
 long periods awake
 inadequate amount or quality of sleep over an extended period, 

 reducing sleep by one hour per night is sufficient to cause 
increased sleepiness, which becomes progressively more severe 
with each additional night of restricted sleep

 disruption of circadian rhythms (the normal cycles of daytime 
activity and night sleep), 

 Stress and sustained mental effort 
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Causes of 
Fatigue
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Effects of 
Fatigue

 Forgetfulness
 Poor communication
 Poor judgement and decision-making
 Lethargy and feelings of drowsiness/tiredness
 Increased likelihood of falling asleep
Reduced vigilance
Negative mood
 Poor task performance

 Hand-eye coordination
 Reaction time
 Error rates/lapses
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Shift Work

Work outside regular daytime hours 
 often also extended number of hours

 Shift work displaces sleep and disturbs circadian 
rhythm
 Increasing prevalence in many industries in Australia:

 Mining
 Often also associated with other other atypical 

shift/swing patterns if working at a remote site in 
a FIFO roster
 (Other contributing factors)

 Healthcare, Cleaning, Transportation, Machine 
operators, Factory workers, Labourers etc etc etc…..

17



Effects of 
Shift Work

Several aspects of shift work schedules can exert 
a disruptive effect on sleep:

 Prolonged hours of work
 Irregular hours of work
 Schedules that require people to work when they 

would normally be asleep

 Indirect aspects of shift work schedules (domestic 
and social factors)
 Work is not only potential disruptor of sleep
 Shift workers face challenges integrating their work 

patterns with domestic, family, school and social 
activities
 These stressors can further disrupt circadian rhythms 
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Managing 
Fatigue

Fatigue management is a 
collection of guidelines and 
procedures that attempt to 
prevent, evaluate, and deal with 
the effects of fatigue and sleep 
loss on performance, mood, and 
willingness to work
Fatigue management requires a 
knowledge of sleep and 
circadian rhythm. 
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Risk/Safety 
Management 
System 
Approach

Policy
Planning
Implementation
Measurement/Evaluation
Review
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Practical 
Strategies

Consultation
 Acknowledge genuine/reasonable 

concerns 
 Individuals reasonably expect to feel 

that they have some input into the 
design of their work

 Outline employer and employee 
responsibilities

 Keep parties informed
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Practical 
Strategies

Roster Design:
Minimise work fatigue 
Appropriate work type and load

Minimise extra overtime in 
conjunction with shiftwork
Forward rotating roster generally 

considered best
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Practical 
Strategies

Work Design:
Nature of the task is important
Lack of variety and boredom combined 

with time on task can also contribute to 
fatigue and performance impairment. 
Rest periods to counteract this source of 

fatigue should be considered
Obviously inherent tasks still need to be 

performed – the balancing act
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Practical 
Strategies

Logistics:
Getting to and from work
Safety first
Showers/coffee/food availability
Car pooling
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Practical 
Strategies

Family/Social Factors
 Lack of sleep is not exclusively determined 

by work-related factors and other non-
work activities may be important 
contributors.
 Acknowledge the challenges – encourage shift 

workers to discuss this with family
 Communicate roster / concerns
 Activities with other shift workers

 Shift workers returning from leave may not 
necessarily be well rested.
 Need to adapt from a daytime lifestyle again.
 May result in poorer performance for workers 

returning to shift work after leave.  
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Practical 
Strategies

Individual Circadian Modulators
Diet
Caffeine
Water
General Health
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Thank You
&

Questions
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 Occupational & Environmental Medicine Physician (OEM Physician)
• Fellow Australasian Faculty of Occupational & Environmental Medicine (Royal 

Australasian College of Physicians
• Director of OccPhyz Consulting
• Certified Independent Medical Examiner
• IME Assessor for WorkCover QLD and NSW, Worksafe Victoria and Tasmania
• Medical Review Officer

 Special interests in Fitness to Work assessments, Permanent Impairment assessments, 
Independent Medical Examinations, Worksite Assessments,  Organisational Consulting 
on Medical Risk Management 

 Consults across QLD and northern NSW

 Skills of OEM Physicians:

• Clinical Medicine
• Workplace assessment
• Technical skills in hazard assessment and human factors
• Consultancy
• Risk assessment and management
• Communication skills
• Evidence based assessment
• Medicolegal assessments
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