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Sleep-deprived workers are not only less 
productive but also less healthy. How 

can employers help workers get  
the sleep they need?
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Y awning during a shift. A third cup of coffee before 
noon. Falling asleep at their desks. All are signs of 
fatigue in the workplace. Unfortunately, many work-
ers wear these signs of sleep deprivation as badges of 

honor. However, today’s “always on,” hyperconnected culture 
can have damaging effects on workplace performance. 

Sleep deprivation is widespread across the United States 
(Figure 1). According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), 35% of U.S. adults are not sleeping seven 
or more hours per night, as recommended by the American 
Academy of Sleep Medicine (AASM),1 making sleep depriva-
tion a public health problem.2 

Think about the typical sleep schedule. How many people 
sleep at least seven hours a night on a regular basis? Chronic 
insufficient sleep leads to an increased risk of several serious 
health problems, including cardiovascular disease, hyperten-
sion and type 2 diabetes (Table).3 Research also suggests that 
poor or insufficient sleep may contribute to the development 
of Alzheimer’s disease.4 The increased health problems of fa-

tigued workers drive up employer health care costs, a trend 
that can be reversed by screening for and treating sleep dis-
orders.5

Poor sleep not only affects workers’ health, but it also car-
ries a hidden threat that organizations should pay attention 
to if they want to maintain the well-being of their staff while 
gaining a competitive advantage. In addition, being mindful 
of employee fatigue can help prevent possible catastrophic 
events. Take, for example, the Chernobyl nuclear explo-
sion,6 Exxon Valdez oil spill7 or the most recent Long Island 
Rail Road crash.8 Each of these incidents could have been 
prevented, and lives saved, had steps been taken to address 
healthy sleep and treat sleep disorders.

Mounting evidence suggests that U.S. workers are tired. A 
National Safety Council survey found that nearly 90% of U.S. 
employers have been negatively impacted by tired employ-
ees, with half of employers having a worker fall asleep on the 
job.9 What’s more, 43% of employees admitted that they may 
be too tired to function safely at work. 

FIGURE 1
Prevalence of Short Sleep Duration for Adults Age 18 Years and Older by County in the United States
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Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 2014, Census 2010, ACS 2010-2014.

Note: The percentage of sleep deprivation in the country varies widely by state and by county. In Colorado, South Dakota and Minnesota, for 
example, less than 30% of adults are sleep-deprived. However, Hawaii and Georgia have upwards of 40% sleep deprivation. Overall, the highest 
percentages were in the southeastern U.S. and in states along the Appalachian Mountains.
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TABLE
Age-Adjusted Percentage Reporting Chronic Health Conditions by Sleep Duration in the United States

Short sleep (less than seven hours) Sufficient sleep (more than seven hours)

Chronic condition Percent reporting 95% Confidence Interval Percent reporting 95% Confidence Interval

Heart attack 4.8% 4.5-5.0% 3.4% 3.3-3.5%

Coronary heart disease 4.7% 4.5-4.9% 3.4% 3.3-3.5%

Stroke 3.6% 3.4-3.8% 2.4% 2.3-2.5%

Asthma 16.5% 16.1-16.9% 11.8% 11.5-12.0%

COPD (chronic obstructive  
pulmonary disease) 8.6% 8.3-8.9% 4.7% 4.6-4.8%

Cancer 10.2% 10.0-10.5% 9.8% 9.7-10.0%

Arthritis 28.8% 28.4-29.2% 20.5% 20.2-20.7%

Depression 22.9% 22.5-23.3% 14.6% 14.3-14.8%

Chronic kidney disease 3.3% 3.1-3.5% 2.2% 2.1-2.3%

Diabetes 11.1% 10.8-11.4% 8.6% 8.4-8.8%

Note: Adults who do not get the recommended seven hours of nightly sleep were more likely to report up to ten chronic health conditions versus 
those who sleep seven or more hours per night. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2014). Short Sleep Duration Among U.S. Adults. 

Understanding the Impact of 
Sleep

To stop the grind and help employ-
ees wake up, it’s important to under-
stand the full impact of sleep and the 
effect it has on absenteeism, accidents, 
incidents and mistakes, which can cost 
the U.S. economy up to $411 billion 
each year (Figure 2).10 

Research shows that improving 
sleep quality and quantity can in-
crease both physical performance 
and stamina.11 It’s a fact that profes-
sional sports players, like NFL quar-
terback Tom Brady, know well. Brady 
has said, “Sleep is important because 
I break my body down so much with 
my sport. It’s the only place I get the 
recovery I need.”12 Proper sleep is rel-
evant whether the workday is on a 
field, in an office, in a vehicle or on a 
warehouse floor. The physical effects 

of fatigue can be significant and keep 
employees at home.

Lack of sleep also has a profound 
impact on feelings and mood. Ac-
cording to a review published in the 
International Journal of Environmen-
tal Research and Public Health, there 
are direct correlations between lack 
of sleep and the occurrence of anxiety 
and depression,13 which have negative 
effects in the workplace. Conversely, 
regular, healthy sleep can help drive a 
more positive outlook, enhancing the 
ability to recognize the emotions of 
others, in turn improving relationships 
at work and home.14 The cognitive and 
mental effects of sleep deprivation can 
be felt across the employee spectrum, 
regardless of seniority. Notably, Mi-
crosoft founder Bill Gates has spoken 
about the effect sleep has on his men-
tal state, admitting, “I like to get seven 

hours of sleep a night because that’s 
what I need to stay sharp and creative 
and upbeat.”15

When workers are tired, they risk 
more than poor interpersonal com-
munication. Drowsy driving and 
workplace injury are increasingly com-
mon dangers, with the National Safety 
Council reporting that 13% of work-
place injuries can be attributed to fa-
tigue.16 

Fighting Fatigue in the 
Workplace

Despite the overwhelming impact 
of sleep deprivation, research suggests 
that 74% of employers underestimate 
the prevalence of fatigue in the work-
place, and only 27% communicate with 
their employees about fatigue.17 Em-
ployers across all industries might con-
sider implementing a workplace well-
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ness program to help workers get more sleep. This program 
could include dedicated sleep components to ensure that 
employees regularly achieve the recommended sleep quan-
tity and sufficient quality without compromising workflow.

When evaluating a wellness program, four steps are es-
sential to make real change. The first is education. Before a 
lifestyle change can occur, it is important for employers to 
speak with employees about the value of healthy sleep—and 
the costs of sleep deprivation. This can come in multiple for-
mats such as an on-site seminar by a sleep expert or an on-
line webinar.

The second step involves offering tips and feedback based 
on participants’ tracked sleep data to improve overall health 
and sleep habits. Sleep data can be recorded in numer-
ous ways, such as a wearable health tracker or simply self- 
recordings in an online diary.

Once employees understand the value of sleeping seven 
or more hours on a regular basis, the third step is to take note 
of any potential sleep disorders that could prevent healthy 

sleep. While up to 70 million people in the U.S. are afflicted 
by a chronic sleep disorder, many warning signs go unno-
ticed.18 A simple online assessment tool can help employ-
ees understand their risk factors and recognize the warning 
signs of a sleep disorder. 

Obstructive sleep apnea and chronic insomnia can cause 
problems at work, including daytime sleepiness. Untreated, 
sleep apnea puts individuals at risk for several heart prob-
lems, including heart failure and stroke.19, 20 However, with 
treatment, individuals can see improvement in their health 
and even reverse these risks. Offering employees a way 
to connect with a board-certified sleep physician, such as 
through an interactive physician locator, can help create dra-
matic improvements in their health and work quality.

For added benefit, as the final step, employers can increase 
the chance of employee participation by offering incentive 
programs as part of a sleep wellness program. Promotional 
items, gift cards or even extra paid time off can serve as posi-
tive reinforcement and motivation for employees. This can 

wellness

FIGURE 2
Impact of Sleep Deprivation on U.S. and Global Economies

Source: RAND Corporation. Why sleep matters—the ecomomic costs of insufficient sleep, November 30, 2016.

Note: Globally, sleep deprivation has a large impact on the economy, costing more than $680 billion per year. The United States is impacted the 
most by this, at $411 billion each year.
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go a long way to encourage workers to 
participate in the program, even if they 
otherwise believe their sleep habits are 
fine or do not want to share sleep health 
details with employers. Data privacy is 
very important, and each employer 
should determine the level of data 
needed to monitor employee partici-
pation. When working with an outside 
wellness partner, for example, all of the 
sleep data should be funneled directly 
through the vendor without employer 
involvement. 

Workplaces around the country are 
creating a movement toward healthy 
sleep. Some companies are offering 
employees online programs with tips 
for better sleep, complimentary yoga 
classes, meditation seminars and on-
site fitness programs to help cope with 
stress.21 To promote healthier behav-
iors, employers and even insurance 
companies are encouraging employees 
to record data, including sleep, with ac-
tivity trackers.22

Employee sleep monitoring tools 
aren’t restricted to wearable devices. 
Employers can now partner with on-
line wellness platforms that offer indi-
vidualized programming and resources 
to help employees master their sleep 
patterns and, if needed, direct them to 
a board-certified sleep physician for 
help.23

Those seeking nondigital op-
tions to fight fatigue in the workplace 
could consider sleep pods. Compa-
nies around the U.S., including Ben 
& Jerry’s, Google, Mercedes-Benz, 
PwC, Uber and Zappos, are installing 
sleeping hubs to help employees get a 
midday jumpstart.24 Napping can help 
supplement nightly sleep and can be a 
nice refresher.25 The goal should be to 
sleep seven or more hours at night on 

a regular basis to avoid feeling the need 
for a nap; however, if needed, a 20- to 
30-minute nap can help workers regain 
concentration and boost productivity. 
These nap pods are designed for quick 
naps, and it is important to make this 
clear to employees. To make this a suc-
cess, the sleep pod needs to be respect-
ed and the rules understood. This in-
cludes establishing a sign-up protocol, 
as well as parameters on how to recoup 
billable time.

Shift Workers: The Biggest 
Hurdle

When considering who struggles 
the most with healthy sleep, it is impor-
tant to remember shift workers, such 
as medical professionals, law enforce-
ment officers, emergency respond-
ers and transportation operators. The 
Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates 
that almost 15 million people in the 
U.S. work full-time on evening, night 
or rotating shifts.26 Overnight, early-
morning hours and rotating shifts can 
create upheaval for the body’s circa-
dian rhythm and its natural sleep/wake 
cycle. According to AASM, shift work-
ers may sleep up to four hours less per 
night than those working traditional 

hours, increasing the risk for injuries, 
accidents and drowsy driving.27 CDC 
reports that serious long-term health 
problems, such as an increased risk for 
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease 
and obesity, are a concern for people 
who are chronically sleep-deprived.28

Surprisingly, professional athletes 
also can be categorized as shift work-
ers. While these employees may bring 
in millions of dollars, consecutive 
performances in different time zones 
can wreak havoc on their circadian 
rhythms. The adrenaline generated 
during and after a night game, for ex-
ample, directly impacts an NBA play-
er’s ability to fall asleep. As such, many 
organizations, including the Chicago 
Bulls, are hiring sleep coaches to help 
ensure players can optimize their sleep 
to enhance recovery and improve per-
formance.29

In addition to third-party sleep 
coaches, dedicated wellness depart-
ments, such as the one established by 
the Indianapolis Police Department, 
have helped foster stronger law en-
forcement organizations.30 With 40% 
of officers reporting at least one sleep 
disorder, and one-third of those indi-
viduals suffering from sleep apnea, the 

takeaways
• More than one-third (35%) of U.S. adults don’t get the recommended seven or more hours 

of sleep per night.

• A National Safety Council survey found that nearly 90% of U.S. employers have been 
negatively impacted by tired employees, with half of employers having a worker fall asleep 
on the job.

• Shift workers, including medical professionals, law enforcement officers, emergency 
responders and transportation operators, may be more prone to having sleep disorders.

• Employers can address lack of sleep among workers through a workplace wellness program 
that starts with education and may include assessment of sleep habits and incentives for 
getting a healthy amount of sleep.
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city knew that a lack of sleep posed a serious threat to public 
safety and proactively took steps to address it, including in-
creasing overall sleep education among officers.31

For shift workers and others, it can be helpful to use 
a sleep tracker to monitor sleep over 24 hours. Naps are 
especially important for shift workers to stay refreshed, 
whether during a 20-30–minute break or right before a 
shift.

To the Future of Productivity
The benefits of sleep cannot be stated enough. Both 

employees and employers have a vested interest in main-
taining and improving a high standard of workplace well-
ness. Employers may realize immediate benefits in terms 
of higher productivity and better product quality as well 
as reduced conflict, absenteeism and presenteeism. Im-
proving worker well-being, work engagement and job 
satisfaction can enable employees to be more active and 
productive. 

Providing employee wellness programs that foster healthy 
sleep habits can help ensure workers are successful at the of-
fice and at home. When employees make healthy sleep de-
cisions, it can create a trickle-down effect on other lifestyle 
choices, in turn possibly decreasing the cost of health care 
expenses down the line. Companies that have implemented 
sleep wellness and screening programs report reductions in 
health care costs that more than make up for the cost of the 
programs.32

Sleep may be the key to stop the grind at work. Promot-
ing healthy sleep can produce a healthier, happier and more 
productive workforce, as well as a safer workplace. 

Endnotes

 1. N. F. Watson, M. S. Badr, G. Belenky et al.; Consensus Conference 
Panel. Joint consensus statement of the American Academy of Sleep Medi-
cine and Sleep Research Society on the recommended amount of sleep for a 
healthy adult: methodology and discussion. Sleep. 2015; 38:1161–1183.
 2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (February 18, 2016). “1 
in 3 adults don’t get enough sleep [Press release].” Retrieved March 5, 2019, 
from www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2016/p0215-enough-sleep.html.
 3. K. D. Kochaneck, S. L. Murphy, J. Xu and E. Arias, NCHS Data Brief. 
“Mortality in the United States, 2013.” December 2014; (178):1-8.
 4. National Institutes of Health (April 24, 2018). “Sleep deprivation in-
creases Alzheimer’s protein [Press release].” Retrieved March 12, 2019 from 
www.nih.gov/news-events/nih-research-matters/sleep-deprivation 
-increases-alzheimers-protein.
 5. K. J. Potts, D. T. Butterfield, P. Sims, M. Henderson and C. B. Shames, 
“Cost savings associated with an education campaign on the diagnosis and 
management of sleep-disordered breathing: a retrospective, claims-based 
U.S. study.” Population Health Management. February 2013;16(1):7-13. 
 6. United States Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources. 
The Chernobyl accident. Washington: U.S. G.P.O.: For sale by the Supt. of 
Docs., Congressional Sales Office; 1986.
 7. D. F. Dinges, R. C. Graeber, M. A. Carskadon et al., “Attending to 
Inattention.” Science. 1989;245(4916):342–343.
 8. P. McGeehan (February 6, 2018). “Failure to Screen for Sleep Apnea 
Led to 2 Recent Train Crashes.” The New York Times, p. A22. Retrieved 
March 5, 2019, from www.nytimes.com/2018/02/06/nyregion/train-crash 
-sleep-apnea.html.
 9. National Safety Council (June 13, 2018). “NSC Survey: 90% of Em-
ployers Negatively Impacted by Tired Employees [Press release].” Retrieved 
March 12, 2019, from www.nsc.org/in-the-newsroom/nsc-survey-90-of 
-employers-negatively-impacted-by-tired-employees.
 10. RAND Corporation. “Why Sleep Matters: Quantifying the Economic 
Costs of Insufficient Sleep.” (November 30, 2016). Retrieved March 12, 
2019, from www.rand.org/randeurope/research/projects/the-value-of-the 
-sleep-economy.html.
 11. A. Watson. “Sleep and Athletic Performance.” Current Sports Medi-
cine Reports. 2017;16(6), 413-418. doi:10.1249/JSR.0000000000000418.
 12. L. Hochwald, (May 10, 2016). “Tom Brady Likes His Bedroom ‘Cold 
and Dark Like a Bear.’” Parade. Retrieved March 12, 2019, from  
https://parade.com/476513/lhochwald/tom-brady-likes-his-bedroom-cold 
-and-dark-like-a-bear/.
 13. N. Magnavit and S. Garbarino. “Sleep, Health and Wellness at Work: 
A Scoping Review.” International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health. 2017;14(11), 1347. doi:10.3390/ijerph14111347.
 14. E. van der Helm, N. Gujar and M. P. Walker. “Sleep Deprivation 
Impairs the Accurate Recognition of Human Emotions.” Sleep . 
2010;33(3):335-342.

wellness

Lawrence Epstein, M.D., is the 
president and CEO of Welltrinsic 
Sleep Network. He is a past 
president of the American 
Academy of Sleep Medicine 

(AASM) and is board-certified in sleep 
medicine, pulmonary disease, critical care 
medicine and internal medicine. He is an 
instructor in medicine at Harvard Medical 
School and program director of the Sleep 
Medicine Fellowship Program at Brigham & 
Women’s Hospital. Dr. Epstein has expertise in 
sleep disorders including obstructive sleep 
apnea and circadian rhythm sleep/wake 
disorders. He completed his fellowship in 
pulmonary disease, critical care medicine and 
sleep medicine at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center 
in Los Angeles and his residency in internal 
medicine at West Los Angeles Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center. Dr. Epstein earned his 
medical degree from the George Washington 
University School of Medicine and Health 
Sciences.  

 b
io



july 2019 benefits magazine 43

 15. Microsoft (2004). “Bill Gates Answers Most Frequently Asked Ques-
tions.” Retrieved March 12, 2019.
 16. National Safety Council (June 13, 2018). “NSC Survey: 90% of Em-
ployers Negatively Impacted by Tired Employees [Press release].” Retrieved 
March 12, 2019, from www.nsc.org/in-the-newsroom/nsc-survey-90-of 
-employers-negatively-impacted-by-tired-employees.
 17. Ibid.
 18. NHLBI (National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute). National Sleep 
Disorders Research Plan, 2003. Bethesda, Maryland: National Institutes of 
Health; 2003.
 19. X. Wang et al. “Obstructive sleep apnea and risk of cardiovascular 
disease and all-cause mortality: A meta-analysis of prospective cohort stud-
ies.” International Journal of Cardiology, Volume 169, Issue 3, 207-214.
 20. D. Gottlieb et al. “Prospective Study of Obstructive Sleep Apnea and 
Incident Coronary Heart Disease and Heart Failure.” Circulation. 
2010;122:352–360. doi: 10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.109.901801.
 21. Aetna. Wellness Programs. Retrieved March 12, 2019, from www 
.aetna.com/insurance-producer/health-wellness/wellness-programs.html.
 22.  C. Farr (February 8, 2019). “Fitbit has a new health tracker, but you 
can only get it through your employer or insurer.” CNBC. Retrieved March 
12, 2019, from www.cnbc.com/2019/02/08/fitbit-releases-insprire-for 
-employers.html.
 23. Welltrinsic. Sleep Wellness Program. Retrieved March 12, 2019, from 
www.welltrinsic.com/.
 24. Z. Henry (September 4, 2015). “6 Companies (Including Uber) 
Where It’s OK to Nap.” Inc. Retrieved March 12, 2019, from www.inc.com 
/zoe-henry/google-uber-and-other-companies-where-you-can-nap-at-the-
office.html.
 25. S. C. Mednick et al. “The restorative effect of naps on perceptual de-
terioration.” Nature Neuroscience. 2002;5, 677-688.
 26. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Work Schedules: Shift 
Work and Long Hours.” Retrieved March 12, 2019, from www.cdc.gov 
/niosh/topics/workschedules/default.html.
 27. Sleep Education. “Shift Work—Overview.” Retrieved April 16, 2019, 
from http://sleepeducation.org/essentials-in-sleep/shift-work.

 28. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “Sleep and Chronic Dis-
ease.” Retrieved April 16, 2019, from https://www.cdc.gov/sleep/about 
_sleep/chronic_disease.html.
 29. A. Gomez-Aldana (February 8, 2019). “Athletes Get a New Type Of 
Coach, For Better Sleep.” National Public Radio. Retrieved March 12, 2019, 
from www.npr.org/2019/02/08/692614236/athletes-get-a-new-type-of 
-coach-for-better-sleep.
 30. Ibid. 
 31. N. Ostrow (December 24, 2011). “Study: 40 percent of police have 
sleep disorders.” Houston Chronicle. Retrieved March 12, 2019, from  
www.houstonchronicle.com/news/health/article/Study-40-percent-of-police 
-have-sleep-disorders-2423679.php.
 32. B. Hoffman, D. D. Wingenbach, A. N. Kagey et al. “The long-term 
health plan and disability cost benefit of obstructive sleep apnea treatment 
in a commercial motor vehicle driver population.” Journal of Occupational 
and Environmental Medicine. 2010 May;52(5):473-7. 

wellness

learn more
Education
38th Annual ISCEBS Employee Benefits Symposium 
September 8-11, New Orleans, Louisiana
Visit www.ifebp.org/symposium for more details.

From the Bookstore
Employee Benefits Survey: 2018 Results
International Foundation. 2018.
Visit www.ifebp.org/BenefitSurvey2018 for more details.

pdf/619


