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The work of the North Carolina  Board  of Nursing  (NCBON)  is guided by the Nursing  Practice 

Act (NPA) , which conta ins laws enacted  by the leg isla ture to regula te the practice of 

nursing . Under § 90- 171.37(a) , the NCBON has the authority to init ia te an investiga tion upon 

receip t of inform ation about any practice tha t m ay viola te any provision of this a rt ic le. This 

authority m ay inc lude a  nurse unab le to p ractice nursing  with reasonab le skill and  sa fety to 

pa tients because of any physica l or m enta l abnorm ality. The Board  m ay a lso investiga te 

any nurse who is unfit  or incom petent to p ractice nursing  because of delibera te or 

neg ligent acts or om issions, regard less of whether actua l injury to the pa tient is estab lished.

The NCBON often receives inquiries regard ing  the m axim um  hours a  Reg istered  Nurse (RN)  

or Licensed Practica l Nurse (LPN)  m ay work within 24 hours while m a inta ining  pa tient sa fety. 

It  is essentia l to understand tha t the NCBON has no authority over em ployee/ em ployer 

issues such as worked hours but focuses on its m ission to p rotect the pub lic  by regula ting  

nursing  practice.

The NCBON does, however, p rovide guidance in addressing  concerns rela ted  to extended 

work hours through interpreta tion of the laws and rules used to regula te nursing  practice. 

The NCBON Sta ff and Patient/ Client Safety Posit ion Sta tem ent p rovides va luab le inform ation 

on the nurse's responsib ilit ies in accepting  a  pa tient assignm ent. Add it iona lly, the 

sta tem ent offers guidance to nursing  leadership  by em phasizing  the im portance of caution 

when assignm ents a re expected  to exceed 12 hours in 24 hours or 60 hours in seven days. 

For m ore inform ation, p lease visit 

https:/ / www.ncbon.com / sites/ default/ files/ docum ents/ 2024- 03/ ps- sta ffing- and- c lient

- pa tient- sa fety.pd f.

Working  long hours m ay lead to sleep depriva tion, which can im pact m enta l a lertness and 

interfere with decision- m aking . Nurses who experience a  com prom ised ab ility to m ake 

decisions m ay be a t risk for pa tient harm . Sleep depriva tion can induce m enta l and 

physiolog ica l effects tha t m ay com prom ise the ab ility to think c learly and react 

appropria tely during  unforeseen c ircum stances.

In t roduct ion

https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncbon.com/sites/default/files/documents/2024-03/ps-staffing-and-client-patient-safety.pdf
https://www.ncbon.com/sites/default/files/documents/2024-03/ps-staffing-and-client-patient-safety.pdf
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To prevent pa tient harm  due to sleep depriva tion, the nurse m ust understand the practice 

issue tha t could  be associa ted  with working  extended hours and becom ing accustom ed to 

unhea lthy sleep pa tterns. This a rt ic le a im s to d iscuss sleep depriva tion and its contributing  

factors. You will learn the definit ion of sleep depriva tion, inc lud ing  stages and m enta l and 

physiolog ica l effects. Most im portantly, this a rt ic le a im s to exp lore how sleep depriva tion 

m ay lead to an act of pa tient neg lect. The im portance of adequate sleep, and t ips on 

recognizing  and m inim izing  ep isodes of sleep depriva tion will be reviewed. Discussion 

questions using  case scenarios will be answered to reinforce the content p rovided. 

Reflection questions will encourage nurses to eva lua te their current sleep pa tterns while 

identifying  stra teg ies to im prove their sleep hyg iene.

The Cleveland Clinic  (2022)  defines sleep depriva tion as 

sim p ly ?when you are not gett ing  enough, or you are not 

gett ing  good, qua lity sleep?. As a  result, p rob lem s m ay 

arise, inc lud ing  forgetfulness, being  less ab le to fight off 

infections, m ood swings, and depression. John Hopkins 

Med ic ine (2024)  p rovides causes of sleep depriva tion to 

inc lude other factors such as stress and changes in the 

work schedule. Nurses who work in fac ilit ies tha t require 

pa tient care 24 hours a  day m ay be required  to work 

fluctua ting  hours and are m ore likely to be pred isposed to 

strenuous dem ands working  under such cond it ions 

Object ives

The North Carolina  Adm inistra tive Code (NCAC)  21 36.0217 (a )  p rovides behaviors and 

activit ies tha t m ay result in d isc ip linary action, inc lud ing  accepting  responsib ility for c lient 

care while im pa ired  by sleep depriva tion. It  is im portant to rem em ber tha t nurses are 

responsib le for ensuring  they are m enta lly and physica lly capab le of delivering  sa fe, 

com petent care. Fa lling  asleep during  an assigned shift could  have negative im p lica tions, 

such as pa tient harm .

Prior cases involving  sleep depriva tion were d iscussed with Ang ie Matthes, Director of 

Investiga tions. Based on review of the com pla ints from  January 1, 2019, through Decem ber 

31, 2023, the NCBON received 68 com pla ints of neg lect involving  sleep ing  on duty. Possib le 

outcom es for such cases range from  no further action to suspension. Of the 68 cases 

investiga ted  by the Board , 14 cases resulted  in action being  taken. Specifica lly, the Board  

ob ta ined c lear, convinc ing  evidence to support a  viola tion of the NPA. Resolutions of these 

14 cases ranged from  rem edia l education to suspension of licensure. Becom ing fam ilia r 

with sleep depriva tion and its im pact on one's ab ility to think c learly will help  one better 

understand how it m ay adversely a ffect pa tient sa fety.

Background

What  Defines Sleep  Depriva t ion?

http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
http://reports.oah.state.nc.us/ncac/title%2021%20-%20occupational%20licensing%20boards%20and%20commissions/chapter%2036%20-%20nursing/21%20ncac%2036%20.0217.html
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becom es a  barrier to develop ing  a  hea lthy sleep routine.

Sleep is a  physiolog ic  function tha t can control feelings of t iredness. From  m y nursing  

experience as a  p revious Nurse Manager, I?ve learned tha t feelings of t iredness, known as 

fa tigue, can be induced by work intensity or extended work hours. Since the sta rt of the 

COVID- 19 Pandem ic, various types of fac ilit ies have experienced sta ffing  cha llenges. As a  

result of these sta ffing  cha llenges, nurses often have the choice of p icking  up  extra  shifts, 

result ing  in extended work hours. Nurses who do not a llow t im e for adequate sleep in 

between shifts put them selves a t risk of experiencing  sleep depriva tion. Nurses are 

accountab le for ensuring  they are m enta lly and physica lly ab le to deliver ind ividua lized  

care based on provider orders and pa tient care needs. Nurses m ust consistently 

dem onstra te the ab ility to app ly crit ica l thinking  and priorit iza tion within the hea lthcare 

environm ent in which they work.

The drive to sleep and cyc les of wakefulness are two com ponents tha t regula te hum an 

sleep. Tim e awake im pacts the physiolog ica l d rive to sleep (Suni & Debanto, 2023) . 

Therefore, long  work hours could  m ake the drive to sleep m ore powerful increasing  the risk 

of experiencing  m om ents of m icrosleep. Can you reca ll d riving  hom e from  work and 

vaguely rem em ber passing  specific  landm arks you knew you had to pass to reach your 

destina tion? If you answered yes, you m ay have experienced an ep isode of m icrosleep.

The definit ion of m icrosleep is when you fa ll asleep for seconds. This b rief sleep period  

occurs so quickly tha t you m ay not rea lize you have fa llen asleep. Microsleep can happen 

anytim e and is not exc lusive to those who work the night shift. You m ay be awake with your 

eyes open, but your b ra in does not p rocess the inform ation (Sum m er & Rehm an, 2023) . 

Sound scary? Think of this happening  while caring  for an assigned pa tient or d riving  hom e 

a fter a  long workday. Microsleep can be dangerous and can be the precursor to an 

unfavorab le outcom e.

Sleep depriva tion m ay increase the risk of experiencing  ep isodes of m icrosleep. The best 

way to p revent m icrosleep is to get the right am ount of sleep, which will m ake you feel 

physiolog ica lly rep lenished and your m ind  m ore receptive to inform ation (Cleveland Clinic , 

2022) .

Som e sym ptom s to determ ine if you are sleep deprived  inc lude but a re not lim ited  to:

- Drowsiness

- Inab ility to concentra te

- Im pa ired  m em ory

- Reduced physica l strength

- Slowed reaction t im es (Cleveland Clinic , 2022) .

More severe sym ptom s of sleep depriva tion inc lude m icrosleeps, uncontrollab le eye 

m ovem ents, troub le speaking , d roop ing  eyelids, hand trem ors, visua l and tactile 

ha lluc ina tions, im pa ired  judgm ent, and im pulsive behavior (Cleveland Clinic , 2022) .
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The sym ptom s listed  are congruent with an ind ividua l who m ay be under the influence of a  

controlled  substance or a lcohol. Such sym ptom s m ay not only im pact the ab ility to deliver 

sa fe pa tient care, but they could  a lso a ffect one?s overa ll hea lth and ab ility to m anage 

fam ily and persona l m atters, result ing  in an unhea lthy sleep routine (Pacheco & Rehm an, 

2023) . Therefore, it  is essentia l to understand how sleep depriva tion m ay im pact cognit ive 

perform ance.

Stages of Sleep Deprivation

Becom ing fam ilia r with the stages of sleep depriva tion will help  nurses better understand 

the im portance of taking  the required  steps to m anage and prevent its occurrence. The 

Cleveland Clinic  (2022; Tab le 1)  outlines the four stages to inc lude stage definit ion and 

characterist ics.

Stages of Sleep  Depriva t ion

Sleep  Depriva t ion  Stages Stage Defin it ion Stage Character ist ics

Stage 1 24 hrs without sleep ing The effects a re like being  

under the influence of a lcohol

Stage 2 Com m on sym ptom s of sleep 

depriva tion intensify

Most peop le sta rt to 

experience m icrosleeps and 

have troub le thinking  or 

focusing

Stage 3 Ind ividua l sta rts to show 

severe sym ptom s

The ind ividua l m ay beg in to 

ha lluc ina te and m ay strugg le 

to com m unica te with others

Stage 4 Sym ptom s are a t their m ost 

extrem e

Halluc ina tions are com m on 

and the ind ividua l strugg les to 

tell what?s rea l and what isn?t

Tab le 1. Stages of Sleep Depriva tion.

Fam ilia rity with the stages of sleep depriva tion can assist with early detection and possib ly 

p revent p rogression to advanced stages. Taking  the init ia t ive to estab lish a  hea lthy sleep 

pa ttern could  possib ly be the first step  towards m inim izing  ep isodes of sleep depriva tion.

Causes of Sleep  Depriva t ion

Sleep Depriva tion can happen for m any reasons. ?Reasons involving  life c ircum stances m ay 

inc lude shift work (especia lly shifts tha t happen partly or wholly during  nightt im e hours, 

a lcohol use (especia lly m isuse) , using  stim ulants like Caffeine la ter in the day, bad 

sleep- rela ted  hab its (known as sleep hyg iene) , high- stress levels, and sleep ing  in a  new or 

unfam ilia r p lace, such as in a  hotel while traveling? (Cleveland Clinic , 2022) . Please refer to 

(https:/ / m y.c levelandclinic .org / hea lth/ d iseases/ 23970- sleep- depriva tion)  for add it iona l 

https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/23970-sleep-deprivation
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inform ation on sleep depriva tion causes. The inab ility to sleep or periods of poor sleep 

qua lity can cause feelings of t iredness, result ing  in fa tigue.

Fatigue

Understand ing  the definit ion of fa tigue m ay help  with early recognit ion. ?Fatigue can be 

described as an overwhelm ing  sense of t iredness, lack of energy, and feelings of exhaustion 

associa ted  with im pa ired  physica l and cognit ive function? (AANA, 2015, p . 2) . Ind ividua ls who 

experience fa tigue m ay feel t ired  and have decreased energy, which results from  

inadequate sleep or poor qua lity of sleep. Soom i Lee, an Assistant Professor of Ag ing  Stud ies 

a t the University of South Florida , sta ted  ?insuffic ient sleep dura tion, poor sleep qua lity, and 

untrea ted  insom nia  m ay be associa ted  with m ed ica l errors? (Lee, 2021) . Fa tigue result ing  

from  inadequate sleep or poor qua lity of sleep over an extended period  can induce the 

following :

- Lack of a lertness

- Fatigue and lack of energy

- Mem ory prob lem s

- Mood iness and ag ita tion

- Inab ility or unwillingness to part ic ipa te in norm al da ily activit ies

- Poor reaction t im e

- Weight ga in

- Poor ba lance and coord ina tion

- Changes in appearance

- A weakened im m une system

- Greater chance of car acc idents

- Increased risk of card iovascula r d isease and other hea lth issues (Cleveland Clinic , 

2024) .

Accord ing  to research, d rowsiness caused by sleep depriva tion can m im ic the effects of 

a lcohol consum ption. ?After about 24 hours of being  awake, the level of im pa irm ent is 

equiva lent to a  b lood a lcohol content (BAC)  of 0.1%" (Pacheco and Rehm an, 2023) . This level 

of im pa irm ent can be detrim enta l to nursing  practice.

The Agency for Hea lthcare Research and Qua lity (AHRQ)  reported  sleep depriva tion can 

cause im pa irm ent of various cognit ive functions such as m ood, m otiva tion, response t im e, 

and init ia t ive (AHRQ, 2019) . In Septem ber 2023, the World  Hea lth Organiza tion (WHO) 

provided key facts on pa tient sa fety, which sta ted  tha t a round one in every ten pa tients is 

harm ed in hea lth care, and m ore than 3 m illion deaths occur annua lly due to unsafe care. 

Over 50% of reported  harm  (one in every twenty pa tients)  is p reventab le (WHO, 2023) .

Sleep prepares the bra in for the next day by perform ing  new pathways to assist with 

learning  and rem em bering  new inform ation. Ind ividua ls who becom e sleep deprived  m ay 

The Effects of Sleep  Depriva t ion
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have troub le m aking  decisions, controlling  em otions and behavior, and cop ing  with change 

(Nationa l Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, 2022) . Potentia l short- term  cognit ive im pacts of 

poor sleep can lead to excessive sleep ing , poor a ttention span, reduced ab ility to adapt to 

the environm ent, reduced em otiona l capacity, and im pa ired  judgem ent. Long- term  

im p lica tions of sleep depriva tion m ay lead to im pa ired  m em ory and m ay cause and can 

pred ispose ind ividua ls to increased risk of develop ing  Alzheim er?s d isease.

Cognit ive im pa irm ent interferes with thinking  c learly and utilizing  good judgm ent, which 

can im pact the decision- m aking  process.  Nurses who work long hours, a lterna ting  shifts, 

and successive days in a  row are a t risk for sleep depriva tion and m ay becom e 

pred isposed to experiencing  cognit ive im pa irm ent.

The Am erican Associa tion of Nurse Anesthesiology (AANA, 2015)  points out num erous 

stud ies have shown tha t p rolonged sleep depriva tion decreases reaction t im es and 

d im inishes reasoning  skills and perform ance. The AANA (2015)  further exp la ins tha t fa tigued 

ind ividua ls have im pa ired  language and im pa irm ent in the retention of inform ation, 

short- term  m em ory, and m otor skills. Sim ila rly to Lee (2021) , the AANA estim ates tha t 18 

hours or m ore of wakefulness equa ls a  BAC of 0.05%. Add it iona lly, the AANA provides a  long 

list of sym ptom s of fa tigue to inc lude but not lim ited  to:

- Conducting  m ult ip le rechecks of com pleted  tasks

- Tiredness during  the day

- Nodd ing  off while awake

- Im pa ired  concentra tion or m em ory

- Dim inished reflexes

- Im pa ired  decision- m aking

- Unawareness of surround ings

- Indecisiveness

- Decreased situa tiona l awareness

- Microsleep

(https:/ / www.aana.com / wp- content/

up loads/ 2023/ 01/ pa tient- sa fety- fa tigue-

sleep- and- work- schedule- effects- 011523.pd f)

Cognit ive im pa irm ent sets the foundation for m ed ica l error and can lead to pa tient harm . 

Fa tigued nurses m ay need m ore t im e to com plete necessary tasks, address pa tient care 

needs, p rovide appropria te docum enta tion, com m unica te effectively, and recognize subtle 

changes in the pa tient's cond it ion. Nurses are held  accountab le for knowing  if they are sa fe 

and com petent to accept a  pa tient assignm ent as exp la ined in 21 NCAC 36.0217 (a ) (7)  

which refers to an ind ividua l accepting  and perform ing  professiona l responsib ility tha t the 

Licensee knows or has reason to know tha t they are not com petent to perform . Therefore, it  

is cruc ia l to have self- awareness of when it is unsafe to accept pa tient care responsib ilit ies. 

https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/patient-safety-fatigue-sleep-and-work-schedule-effects-011523.pdf
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/patient-safety-fatigue-sleep-and-work-schedule-effects-011523.pdf
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/patient-safety-fatigue-sleep-and-work-schedule-effects-011523.pdf
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/patient-safety-fatigue-sleep-and-work-schedule-effects-011523.pdf
https://www.aana.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/patient-safety-fatigue-sleep-and-work-schedule-effects-011523.pdf
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Accepting  a  pa tient assignm ent while sleep- deprived  is risky behavior tha t can lead to 

pa tient harm . This can result in an investiga tion to determ ine a  nurse?s com petence.

Preventing Patient Harm

The World  Hea lth Organiza tion (WHO) defines pa tient sa fety as ?the absence of p reventab le 

harm  to a  pa tient and reduction of risk of unnecessary harm  associa ted  with hea lth care to 

an acceptab le m inim um ? (WHO, 2023) . While physic ians prescribe trea tm ent and order 

necessary d iagnostic  test, t im e spent with the pa tient can be m inim a l im pacting  their 

ab ility see a  decline in the pa tient?s sta tus over t im e (Phillips, Ma llia ris, & Bakerjian, 2021) . 

Nurses typ ica lly spend m ost of their t im e provid ing  pa tient care and therefore, m ust be ab le 

to recognize subtle changes tha t m ay im pact pa tient outcom es. ?From  a  pa tient sa fety 

perspective, a  nurse?s role inc ludes m onitoring  pa tients for c linica l deteriora tion, detecting  

errors and near m isses, understand ing  care process and weaknesses inherent in som e 

system s, identifying  and com m unica ting  changes in pa tient cond it ion? (Phillips et a l., 2021) . 

Nurses have m any responsib ilit ies and a t t im es, a re the last line of defense before a  task or 

p rocedure reaches the pa tient.

A nurse who does not have the m enta l capacity to deliver sa fe, com petent care is a t risk for 

m ult ip le viola tions. Becom ing fam ilia r with the NPA can c la rify how the NCBON m ay use 

specific  laws to govern nursing  practice. The NCBON NPA inc ludes §90- 171.37 (a ) (3) , which 

sta tes the NCBON m ay init ia te an investiga tion if an ind ividua l is unab le to p ractice nursing  

with reasonab le skill and  sa fety to pa tients by reason of illness, excessive use of a lcohol, 

d rugs, chem ica ls, or any other type of m ateria l or by reason of any physica l abnorm ality. 

You can learn m ore about the NPA by accessing  Chapter 90 -  Art ic le 9A (nc leg .net) .

The Effects of Sleep  Depriva t ion

Based on Nationa l Sleep Foundation (NSF)  requirem ents, m ost adults require about 7- 9 

hours of sleep each night. Less than seven hours of sleep or poor sleep qua lity could  be 

associa ted  with adverse hea lth outcom es. The NSF provides t ips on how to im prove sleep 

qua lity. You can learn about these t ips by c licking  on the following  link.Nationa l Sleep 

Foundation Releases Recom m endations to Be Your Best Slep t Self® This Sum m er -  Nationa l 

Sleep Foundation ( thensf.org) . Consistently gett ing  less sleep than the NSF recom m ends 

can pose the risk of becom ing sleep deprived . (Pacheco & Rehm an, 2023) .

Taking  t im e to ensure you are gett ing  enough sleep is extrem ely im portant. With various 

hea lthcare fac ilit ies experiencing  sta ffing  shortages, nurses m ust listen to their bod ies and 

know their lim ita tions. Although working  varied  shifts m ay interfere with adhering  to a  

consistent sleep schedule, it  would  be benefic ia l to take the appropria te steps toward  

develop ing  a  consistent p lan to im prove sleep qua lity. The Cleveland Clinic  has provided 

the following  t ips on m anag ing  sleep depriva tion to inc lude actions to consider and actions 

to avoid  (Cleveland Clinic , 2022; Tab le 2) .

https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/html/byarticle/chapter_90/article_9a.html
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
https://www.thensf.org/national-sleep-foundation-releases-recommendations-to-be-your-best-slept-self-this-summer/
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Tab le 2. Manag ing  Sleep Depriva tion

Norm al Sleep Cycle

A regula r sleep cyc le inc ludes four sleep stages determ ined based on an ana lysis of b ra in 

activity during  sleep. These cyc les can vary am ong ind ividua ls and from  night to night and 

are based on age, recent sleep pa tterns, and a lcohol consum ption. Progressing  sm oothly 

m ult ip le t im es through the sleep cyc le is cruc ia l to gett ing  high- qua lity rest, as each stage 

a llows the m ind  and body to wake up  refreshed (Suni &Singh, 2023) .

Accord ing  to Suni & Singh (2023) , the four sleep stages inc lude one for rap id  eye m ovem ent 

(REM)  sleep and three for non- REM (NREM) sleep. The first three stages represent NREM 

sleep. The tota l average t im e spent in the NREM sleep stages is thirty- one to one hundred 

thirty- two m inutes.  The average stage four (REM)  t im e is ten to 60 m inutes. REM sleep is 

essentia l to cognit ive functions like m em ory, learning , and crea tivity.

Sleep stages are crit ica l because they a llow the bra in and body to recupera te and develop . 

Fa ilure to ob ta in enough of both deep sleep and REM sleep m ay exp la in the profound 

consequences of insuffic ient sleep on thinking , em otions, and physica l hea lth (Suni & Singh, 

2023) . Factors such as age, recent sleep pa tterns, a lcohol, and sleep d isorders m ay a ffect 

the ab ility to p rogress sm oothly through the sleep cyc le. Ind ividua ls who get irregula r or 

insuffic ient sleep over severa l days or m ore m ay experience an abnorm al sleep cyc le. 

Consistent abnorm al sleep cyc les can put one a t risk for develop ing  sleep depriva tion (Suni 

& Singh, 2023) .

A Healthier Sleep Cycle

Many hea lthcare fac ilit ies, require nurses to work 12- hour shifts. In add it ion, nurses m ay be 

required  to work a lterna ting  shifts. Working  a lterna ting  12- hour shifts m ay interfere with 

required  steps toward  develop ing  a  hea lthier sleep cyc le. Desp ite the cha llenge, nurses 

m ust focus on im proving  their sleep hyg iene, which refers to the sleep environm ent and 

sleep- rela ted  hab its. Accord ing  to the NSF, achieving  a  m ore consistent sleep schedule, 

gett ing  na tura l daylight exposure, avoid ing  a lcohol before bedtim e, and elim ina ting  noise 

Manag ing  Sleep  Depriva t ion

Consider Try  to avoid

Creating  a  relaxing  bedtim e routine with a  

consistent sleep schedule

Consum ing Caffeine and substances tha t 

conta in nicotine or a lcohol within 4- 5 hours   

Keep ing  the room  a t a  reasonab le 

tem pera ture

Using  electronics right before bedtim e

Exerc ising  20- 30 m inutes each day; 5- 6 

hours before going  to bed

A room  tha t is either too hot or too cold

Getting  a t least 30 m inutes exposure to 

sunlight

Any activity tha t m ay cause increased 

anxiety before bed
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Addit iona l t ips for a  hea lthier sleep cyc le inc lude:

- Get a  hea lthy am ount of exposure to b right 

light during  the day.

- Exerc ise regula rly for a  deeper sleep.

- Eat m ea ls a t consistent t im es.

- Avoid  heavy m ea ls, nicotine, ca ffeine, and 

a lcohol before bedtim e.

- Use a  consistent wind- down routine in the 

evening  to get the sleep you need.

- Make a  sleep- friend ly environm ent? put 

devices away an hour before bed and sleep in 

a  quiet, cool, dark p lace.

News Nationa l Sleep Foundation, June 14, 2022, 

"Releases Recom m endations to be your best- slep t 

self this sum m er," ( retrieved April 05, 2024) .

Nursing  Im p lica t ions

Nurses are responsib le for ensuring  they are com petent and physica lly ab le to p rovide care 

to their assigned pa tients. Nurses who accept a  pa tient care assignm ent while they are 

sleep- deprived  m ay be cognit ively im pa ired , putt ing  them selves a t risk of causing  pa tient 

harm .

Nurses who are in leadership  roles such as charge nurse, nurse supervisor, team  leader, and 

nurse m anager a re often responsib le for assigning  pa tients. As sta ted  in 21 NCAC 36.0217 

(a ) (20) , when perform ing  such roles, it  is essentia l to know the com petency of assigned 

sta ff. If the Licensee assigning  or delegating  knows or has reason to believe the com petency 

of an ind ividua l m ay be a ltered  due to im pa irm ent from  sleep depriva tion, physica l or 

psycholog ica l cond it ions, or a lcohol agents p rescribed or not, could  viola te the NPA. 

Therefore, nurse leaders responsib le for pa tient care should  know the signs, sym ptom s, 

causes and effects of sleep depriva tion. This will support decisions regard ing  the 

assessm ent of an ind ividua l's com petency sta tus before care is assigned.

The following  case stud ies will d iscuss what the NCBON m ay consider a fter receiving  a  

com pla int involving  a  nurse accused of sleep ing  on duty.

and light d isrup tions can help  you get uninterrup ted  sleep. Rem em ber tha t your m attress, 

p illows, and sheets can a lso contribute to how com fortab le your sleep environm ent is. 
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Rachel, an LPN working  as a  hom e care nurse, was found lying  on the floor sleep ing . The 

c lient 's fam ily d iscovered Rachel sleep ing  and asked her to go hom e. The c lients' sheets 

were soiled , and the c lient was on tube feed ings. Rachel had yet to feed the c lient, had not 

adm inistered  m ed ica tions, and there was no docum enta tion of vita l signs or assessm ents.

True or fa lse?

Rachel's ep isode of sleep ing  on duty has crea ted  a  scenario for risk of pa tient harm  and 

m ult ip le viola tions of the NPA.

Discussion: The answer is True. Patient care was neg lected , and docum enta tion was lacking . 

In this case, sleep ing  on duty led  to an act of neg lect, there was fa ilure to m a inta in an 

accura te m ed ica l record , and the care provided was below the standard  of care.

Scenario # 2

Scenario # 1

Sally, an RN sta ff nurse assigned to care for six (6)  pa tients, was seen a t the nurse's sta tion 

wrapped in a  b lanket with eyes c losed. Other sta ff m em bers observed Sa lly's behavior twice 

throughout the shift.  What would  you do next as the sta ff m em ber who observed Sa lly's 

behavior? ( Select  a ll t ha t  app ly )

a) Do nothing . Sa lly is working  a  doub le shift, and  her help  is apprecia ted . It 's best 

to a llow Sa lly t im e to rest.

b ) Wake Sa lly up . Suggest tha t she m ove into the break room  to sleep in p riva te 

with less noise.

c) Wake Sa lly up  and rem ind her tha t sleep ing  during  a  scheduled  shift is 

inappropria te.

d ) Notify the nurse supervisor or nurse m anager of Sa lly's behavior.

Discussion: The answer is (c) , (d )

Sa lly should  be awakened and rem inded tha t sleep ing  during  a  scheduled  shift is 

inappropria te. The ind ividua ls who observed the inc ident should  inform  the nurse supervisor 

or m anager. Doing  so will a llow the leadership  team  to investiga te Sa lly's behavior further 

and determ ine how it m ay have im pacted  pa tient care.
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Scenario # 3

Nancy, a  p riva te duty nurse, was caught on cam era  sleep ing  while the c lient was choking  

and vom iting . Nancy adm itted  to being  t ired  due to lack of sleep and persona l life issues. 

Nancy reports not sleep ing  a t a ll the night before. What steps should  Nancy have taken to 

avoid  this situa tion?

a) Nothing . Nancy d id  the right thing  by ca tching  up  on her sleep and finishing  the 

shift.

b ) Nancy should  have contacted  her agency when she could  not keep her eyes 

open and requested  to be relieved from  her shift.

c) Nancy should  have inform ed the c lient 's fam ily tha t she would  need to rest a  

few hours during  her shift.

d ) Nancy should  have contacted  her agency before the sta rt of the shift to report 

tha t she had not slep t and tha t it  was unsafe for her to p rovide pa tient care.

Discussion: The answer is (d ) . Nancy should  have contacted  her agency before the sta rt of 

the shift to report she had not slep t. Nancy's actions d id  not a lign with the 21 NCAC 36.0217 

(a )  (21)  -  accepting  responsib ility for c lient care while im pa ired  by sleep depriva tion, 

physica l or psycholog ica l cond it ions, or by a lcohol or other agents p rescribed or not. Nurse 

Nancy a lso viola ted  # 7 ?  accepting  and perform ing  professiona l responsib ilit ies tha t the 

Licensee knows or has reason to know they are not com petent to perform . In this case, 

Nancy adm itted  to not sleep ing  a t a ll the night before a  scheduled  shift. Therefore, Nancy 

should  not have accepted  the assignm ent.

Nursing  Im p lica t ions

It  is im portant to rem em ber tha t the NCBON focuses on its m ission to p rotect the pub lic  

through regula tion of nursing  practice. Working  a lterna ting  shifts and extended work hours 

can lead to sleep depriva tion caused by exhaustion and fa tigue. Ind ividua ls who experience 

fa tigue m ay experience a  feeling  of t iredness and decreased energy result ing  from  

inadequate sleep t im e or poor qua lity of sleep. Sleep depriva tion im pa irs m em ory, 

decreases cognit ive function, and results in poor decision- m aking . Accepting  responsib ility 

for c lient care while im pa ired  by sleep depriva tion could  lead to pa tient harm . Nurses m ust 

strive to accom plish good sleep hyg iene by following  the t ips offered  by the NSF. Although 

the NCBON has no authority over worked hours, nurse leaders should  be cautious when 

assignm ents a re expected  to exceed 12 hours in 24 hours or 60 hours in seven days to 

p revent sleep depriva tion, fa tigue, and pa tient harm .

Reflect ion Quest ions

- Who is responsib le for ensuring  the nurse can deliver sa fe, com petent care?

- If you are experiencing  sym ptom s of sleep depriva tion before an assigned shift, what 

should  you do?
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- How m any hours of sleep are required  for the bra in to recharge?

- What a re som e sym ptom s of sleep depriva tion, and what im pact would  these 

sym ptom s have on pa tient sa fety?

- What steps can you take to p rom ote good sleep hyg iene?

- What part of the sleep cyc le is essentia l to cognit ive functions like m em ory, learning , 

and crea tivity?

- What happens if a  nurse accepts and perform s professiona l responsib ilit ies tha t the 

nurse knows or has reason to know, they are incom petent to perform ?

- Nam e som e steps you m ight take to avoid  sleep depriva tion.
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