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Physiological Mechanisms of Nodding Off at the Wheel

Mitsuo HAYASHI*

The major causes of nodding off at the wheel are insufficient sleep and biological
rhythms. Sleepiness is affected by 24-, 12-, and 2-hour biological rhythms, so that traffic
accidents due to drowsy driving often occur in the early morning and mid-afternoon. Such
excessive sleepiness causes slow eye movement and micro-sleep during driving, resulting
in nodding off at the wheel. To prevent drowsy driving, the driver must have regular life
patterns and get sufficient nocturnal sleep, avoid accumulation of sleep loss, and pay keen
attention to the times of day when drowsy driving tends to occur. The effects of a short nap

deserve note as one of the countermeasures of drowsy driving.
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