Driving Drowsy?

More than half of sleep-related crashes are caused by drivers under 25. Teens need more sleep than adults, due to brain and 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.

 

But nothing substitutes for sleep, experts say. If your eyes are getting heavy, you should have been off the road a half-hour ago. 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.

 

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. You really never know how sleepy you are, sometimes not until it is too late.

 

TOO TIRED TO DRIVE?

 

You should pull over if you are:

 

• Blinking frequently

• Yawning

• Bobbing your head

• Drifting from your lane

• Missing exits or traffic signs

• Unable to remember the last miles driven
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