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The importance of breaks
for managing fatigue and
improving productivity

Why are breaks important?

Breaks allow workers to recover from the
mental and physical demands of their
positions. Breaks outside of the workday
allow for sleep, facilitate rest and
recovery, improve morale, and ensure
safe, efficient operations. Breaks within
the workday reduce task-related fatigue,
risk of accidents, and improve
productivity.

How long should breaks be?

‘Overnight’ breaks between workdays
should be long enough to allow workers
fo obtain a recommended amount of
sleep, in addition to time for travel, eating,
showering, and social and family
responsibilities. Overnight breaks of at
least 11 hours are preferable to allow for
an 8-hour sleep opportunity.

Extended breaks between blocks of work
are designed to allow personnel to
recover from accumulated sleep loss and
the physical and mental demands of
work. (Further guidance on scheduling
extended working hours and the
appropriate number of breaks associated
with them can be found in our ‘extended-
hours’ info-sheet.

Breaks within workdays: in addition to
statutory breaks (e.g.. meal breaks)
regular short breaks (e.g., 5-10 minutes
every hour) have been shown to improve
alertness and productivity. Breaks allow

‘time-on-task’ related fatigue to dissipate.
Where tasks are ‘self-paced’, workers
benefit from being able to schedule their
own breaks, as they can be matched to
times when they are most needed. Where
pacing of the task is external (e.g..
machine-paced), breaks must be
scheduled, which may mean that they do
not match the time of highest need.

Such mismatch may mean that the
maximum benefit is not gained from the
break - either it occurs too late, after
performance decrements have already
begun, or foo early and so disrupt the
workflow without any real performance
benefit. For example, a study showed that
drivers most effectively managed their
fatigue when they were able to choose
the timing of their rest breaks to match
the time they were feeling fatigued.

When judging the need for a break,
particularly if working at night, or after an
extended period awake, workers should
be aware that cognitive impairment may
be present alongside physical symptoms
such as yawning or ‘fidgeting’, and not
wait until the point they are struggling to
keep awake before taking a break.

The specific duration of breaks and
division of work periods depends very
much on the task; for example, very
cognitively (e.g., active monitoring) or
physically demanding (e.g., rig
maintenance) tasks will require more
frequent recovery breaks than less
demanding ftasks.
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Generally, more frequent short breaks
have been shown to be more beneficial
in terms of fatigue, productivity, and
vigilance than longer breaks of the same
total duration. For example, when
industrial workers took 10 minute breaks
every hour, they were shown to be more
productive and less fatigued than those
taking 15 minute breaks every 90 minutes;
conversely, for those working at
computers, frequent short breaks (e.g.. 5
minutes every hour, plus a 30 minute lunch
break) reduce discomfort and eyestrain
and do not impact productivity.

While little research has been done in the
oil industry, based on the scientific data
as described above, the ideal structure
for breaks is likely somewhere between
scheduled and self-paced. Breaks should
be required after a specified work
duration, with an agreed total of fime to
be spent on breaks during the shift, but
the worker has some freedom to choose
the exact timing of breaks, and how often
to take them, based on how demanding
the task is.

For example, a total of 2 hours of breaks
during an 8 hour shift (this example is for 8
hour shifts, as this is where most of the
research has been undertaken), could be
divided in multiple different ways
depending

on the task:

e High vigilance, low activity (i.e.,
seated) task, for example computer-
based or monitoring: a 5 minute
break per hour plus a 30 minute lunch
break

. Repetitive ‘Industrial task’ with
elevated injury risk: a 15 minute break
after every 2 hours of continuous
work

e High vigilance tasks with prolonged
standing: 45 minutes standing, high
vigilance task, alternating with a 15
minute break or seated
administrative duty
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What should I do during my
break?

e  Forshort breaks (less than 30
minutes), leave the work
environment, and have something
healthy to eat and/or drink.

e If you undertake non-physical tasks,
stretching or light exercise can
benefit you —10 minutes of flexibility
and strength exercises can improve
flexibility, alertness, and mood.

e Onlonger breaks (ideally 30 minutes
or more), the beneficial effects are
significantly increased by taking a
nap - if this is permitted by your role
and company.

e During extended breaks at home, be
mindful of your activities prior to
returning to work.

e Having a second job or undertaking
strenuous tasks (e.g., home
remodelling, or running a marathon
just before returning to work) may
impact on your ability to recover,
and cope with the following block of
work.
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About Baines Simmons

We are specialists in aviation regulations, compliance and safety management and partner with the world'’s leading civil
and defence aviation organisations to improve safety performance.

As trusted advisors to business, armed forces, governments and regulators across all sectors of aviation, we help to
advance best practice, shape safety thinking and drive continuous improvement to safety performance through our
consulting, training and outsourced services.



