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Fatigue in Aviation

Fatigue is a general termn which is difficult to
define medically and is often dismissed as
being "all in your head". We tell ourselves "l
have just been working too hard lately." Or
“lt's that time of month.” Or "It must be a full
moon or something.” We tend to think of that
feeling of tiredness as a temporary
annoyance that we can clear up with a little
nap or "l just need to get to bed earier”. But
fatigue, especially chronic fatigue, is more
than just an "annoyance”. It is a depletion of
our total body energy reserves, leading
inevitably to a decrease in our decision-
making, response time, judgment, hand-eye
coordination and countless other skills.
Because fatigue lowers our efficiency as
pilots and is a critical factor in the accident
chain, we should understand its causes and
prevention.

Fatigue can be one of our primary "engine
instruments”, indicating our body's response
to a disease process, physical exertion,
emotional stress, boredom or just plain lack of
sleep. For example:

Sleep Changes During Aging

Sleep changes during aging tend to show a
decline in the duration of deep sleep,
especially in men, and an extension of the
lighter sleep stage. The total duration of
sleep may not change dramatically but older
adults redistribute their sleep throughout the
twenty-four hour cycle. MNaps increase in
frequency and night time sleep tends to
become more fragmented and interrupted by

longer periods of waking. There is some
debate as to whether this change reflects
anatomical changes in the hypothalamic
mechanisms that are responsible for
circadian rhythm or whether the standard
criteria for measuring sleep pattems is
appropriate for older people. In any event,
the results are the same; insomnia, daytime
fatigue, memory and concentration difficulties,
apathy, irritability. For an older pilot, the
gauges are hovering in the yellow and
approaching redline!

Stressing the Issue

Stress can be long term and cumulative. It
can sneak up on us and leave us with a
feeling of chronic tiredness that is not relieved
by enough sleep, good nutrition or taking a
day off. Even though many of us are retired
or semi-retired now, we all remain susceptible
to physical stresses on the job; flying frequent
fire patrols and long cross-country missions,
fighting turbulence and malfunctioning
equipment, frequent training flights as a CFI
or as a student and flying in high heat and
humidity. Psychological stress can also lead
to a depletion of physical energy and be
emotional (relationship problems, depression,
anxiety) or be due to the constant demanding
mental activity required of a CAP pilot. This
is the kind of fatigue that slowly inches up into
the yellow with subtle increases in weakness,
tiredness, headaches, palpitations of the
heart, , irritability, GI problems and
generalized aches and pains. It only hits the
red line when we mentally or physically "throw
arod” ... hopefully not at 3000 ft.1

Skill Fatigue

Acute fatigue is short-term and is a normal
occurrence in everyday living. Rest after
exertion and 8 hours of sound sleep usually
cures this condition. A special type of acute
fatigue, called "skill fatigue" is worth
mentioning here because pilots are especially
susceptible to it. Skill fatigue has two main
effects on our performance as pilots: (1)
Timing disruption - we appear to perform a
task as wusual but the timing of each
component is slightly off. This makes the
pattern of the operation less smooth because
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