Drinkin

An eye-opening survey suggests lifeguards may be coming to work hung over,
and even intoxicated, more than anyone redlizes | by Mike Bearak and Gary Thill

ears ago, 1 was sitting in the lifeguard stand only to get

a message that the guard coming in to relieve me was - Guurding While intoxicuted

not going to make it because he was sick. When I re-

layed the message to the aquatics director, he didn't Have you ever Have you ever consumed
buy it. Upon calling his home, the guard’s mother said, “Oh, gone fo work an alcoholic drink while
he went to Greensboro last night and hasn't come home infoxicated? at work or on a break?

yet.” The news didn’t shock the director; he just sat back
and informed the mother that her son was due to work in
less than 30 minuges.

The guard did make it to the facility and did ook a
little hung over. As punishment, the director had him
clean the stainless steel. There were at least three occa-
sions where this guard had to run to the bathroom to throw
up, coming out wiping his face clean. It was sad to see the
lack of understanding this young man had for the task and
responsibilities with which he had been empowered. | Number of fimes guards have worked infoxicated
thought about him for many years and wondered how many 30%
otherts came to work in the same condition.

Today, as an aguatics director at the Simmons YMCA
in Charlotte, N.C., | am even more concerned.

For the most part, aquatics professionals work with young
adults who often experiment with drugs and alcohol, whether 60%
it’s legal or not. In short, they need supervision.

70%

i L)

But that supervision can be sometimes be lacking, es- -§ 50%

i pecially on weekends, prime time for parties and drinking -

LE that can result in hung-over guards who shouldn’t be at > 40%

|§ : their stations. Some may even drink at work. .g’

e And the problem may be bigger than any of us realize, | & 20%

1. according to a recent nationwide survey of more than 6,400 P ?

l f " lifeguards, which I conducted on alcohol consumption and .

il work habits. . 20%

L Among the findings, nearly 35 percent of guards have

1§ : gone to work intoxicated and nearly 70 percent have re- 0%
ported for work hung over. Given the effects of alcchol, both
during and after consumption, and the lifesaving responsi- 0 s—
bilities of guards, these aré troubling statistics to say the least. ¢ 1-3 4-10 n-15
Seme experts think it’s time for directors and managers to Number of times
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ADrinking Problem

recognize the problem and do something

about it — or pay the consequences.
“Lifeguards cannot act unless they ob-

serve a problem. And people who are im-

Hangover handicap

Number of fimes guarcls have come info work with a hangover in the last year

50%

Percentage of guards

0 13 410

-5 16-20  more than 21

 Number of times

States Lifesaving Association in San Diego.
Allowing an alcohol-impaired guard on
duty can lead to other consequences as well.

“Shoufd an accident occur at a facility, a-
“savvy artorney will inguire into ‘evening

hefore’ activities in an attempt to establish
that the lifeguards themselves contributed
to the accidentfinjury by knowingly engag-
ing in activities proven to decrease atten-
tiveness and response,” warns Shawn DeRosa,
a consultant for the Aquatic Safety Re-
search Group in State College, Pa.

Hangovers
As the survey indicates, guards seem to
be engaging in an alarming number of those

“evening before” activities. Of the guards

responding to the sutvey, 67 percent say
they've gone in hung over sometime during
their careers. In the last year, 39 percent
admit to being hung over at work four to
10 times; 31 percent say they came to work
hung over one to three times; only 2 per-
cent say they never came to work hung over.

“Following high levels of alcoholic in-
toxication,-an increase in dwell time erross
fthe tendency to focus on objects longer
than appropriate] was observable ... for at
least 18 hours after peak blood alcchol con-
centrations were reached, and for at least
10 hours after the blood alcohol concen-
trations returned to zero,” according to a
study on alcohol and diving performance,
funded by the National Swimming Pool

. Foundation, based in Colorado Springs, Cole.

The study goes on £o say that reaction
times, ctitical in lifesaving, suffered up to
18 hours after drinking. For instance, hang-
overs can reduce driving ability as much as
20 percent. What's more, beer —— the drink
of choice among guards surveyed — pro-
duces the worst hangover effects.

“The residual effects of alcohol are sur-
prisingly profound, yet we're not as aware
of them because the neural mechanism that
we use to make us aware has been impaired,”
says Bud Perrine, director and senior sci-
entist at the Vermont Alcohol Research

Should an accident occur, a savvy attorney will inquire

into ‘evening before’ activities in an attempt to establish

that the lifeguards themselves contributed to the accident.

paired from drugs or alcohol are by defini-

" tion going to be less able to spot problems.

... A momentary lapse in concentration can
mean the difference between a drowning
prevented and a drowning that occurs,” says
Chris Brewster, president of the United

Just as disturbing are guards’ attitudes to-
ward working in an alcohol-impaired condi-
tion. While nearly 70 percent report coming
to work hung over, only 23 percent think it
inhibited their ability to do their job.

Science says otherwise.
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» Percentage of
-respondents who have
made one or more rescues
in their lifeguarding career
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Center in Colchester, Vt. “We lose our self-
inspectioti equipment.”

" That's why some airlines have adopted
a "4 hour bottle to throttle,” rule when it
comes to drinking, says Perrine, who also
did research on the effects of alcohol on

Drinkingp.e.

ally drunk the night before, he's not going
to be performing well the next day,” says
Louise Priest, communications director at
Jeff Eltis & Associates in Indianapolis. “They
are tesponsible for lives, and they could be
responsible for someone dying. .." '

Another guard, while on break, approached me and..
‘asked if | wanted to down a quick beer at his car.

shallow-water entry diving.

Clearly, supervisors need to do a bet-
ter job educating guards about how drink-
ing and hangovers affect their ability to
save lives.

“While managets cannot control off-
duty behavior of employees, they should at
a minimum explain to staff that ‘evening
prior’ activities can adversely affect on-duty
job performance,” DeRosa says. “In the case
of aquatics, this can mean the difference
between life and death.”

Other lifeguarding agencies agree. “Hang-

overs are a problem because if the kid’s re-

Drinking on the job

Hangovers are one thing, but what about
actually drinking on the job, or coming to
work intoxicated? Again the survey reveals
some startling answegs.

Nearly 35 percent of guards surveyed
acknowledge reporting for work intoxicated
at some time in their careers. More than 27
percent say that in the past year, they came
to work intoxicated one to three times; 43
percent say they did so one to 20 times.
More than 7 percent even admit to con-
suming alcohol while at work or on break.

- “It happened during the summer and

Working it off |

ever a

Has a prior night of drinking  Has it affected your
yourwork - perfo
petformance the next day? . the last month?

rmance in

" Has it happened
more than once in
the last month?

Number of fimes it has happened in the last year.

50%

40%

30%

20%

Percentage of quards

10%

0 - 110

n-15 16-25 more than 25

Numher of times
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another guard, while on break, approached

me and asked if | wanted to down a quick - -

beer at his car,” reports a 21-year-old life-

stories are disturbing. “A lifeguard com-
ing to work under the influence will not
be as alert, vigilant or effective as he

Water Rescue Lifesaving Resources in
Harrisville, N.H. ‘
The American Red Cross in Washing-

People say, ‘Oh, 'm not under the influence.’ But if ﬂwere’s‘ an emergency, there’s going
to be some loss of response fime. Most people feel they have better control than they do.

guard. She says she has known guar&s who
consumed alcohol while on duty.
Considering alcohol’s effects, such

should be to ptevent, recognize or man-
age the incident,” notes Gerry Dworkin,

ton, D.C., minces no words when it comes
to the subject. “Alcobol and lifeguards do

a consultant with Aquatics Safety & not mix,” says ARC spokesperson Stacey

T A T e

~ Keep the Pool Out of
Your Locker Room

725 Martin Drive; P.
South Elgin, IL 60177
Phone: 800-553-335
847-742-3532

Fox 847-742-3552
Email: info@suitmate.cor]
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Have you ever come fo
work with a hangover?

Grissom. “We highly, highly discourage life-

guards from engaging in alcohol use while
they are on duty. It's dangerous and it puts
them and patrons at risk.”

" Scientific studies back up that conviction.
Typically, it takes just one or two beers to begin
affecting response times, according to Glen
Egstrom, professor emeritus in the Physiolog-

ical Sciences Department at the University of

California - Los Angeles and a researcher for
NSPF on alcohol and response times.
Egstrom explains that alcohol is a dose-
dependent drug, meaning its effects depend
on how much is in your system. “The more
you take, the more you're going to have re-
action time changes. And there’s a point
at which. you become a hazard,” he notes.
That point artives much faster than
many people realize, especially those who
have been drinking. In fact, it only takes
the equivalent of one or two beers to “sig-
nificantly degrade” quick reaction times,
according to the NSPF-funded study.
“People say, ‘Oh, 'm not under the

‘influence.’” But the fact is, if there’s an

emergency, there’s going to be some loss

» Percentage of guards
who had to perform CPR
in their career




Drinking...

of response time,” Egstrom says. “Most peo- “I¢’s the responsibility of the manager to to see if they're intoxicated. You're looking
ple feel they have better control than they  assess the ability of their lifeguards tobe on to see if they can scan and stay vigilant.”

actually do. They simply ignore the changes the stand every day,” says Jill White, founder/ - But that’s not always enough because im-
in response time.” ' president of Starfish Aquatics Institute in  pairment from low levels of alcohol is difficulr

| The bombshell of this study is that those who think their staffs have been dean are wrong.

: What can be done . ' Savannah, Ga. “Certainly, if someone walks  to spot, even for professionals; Brewster says.
That’s where directors and managers  in with alcohol on their breath, that's an  He adds that many supervisors also may feel

come in, say some experts. obvious sign. But you're not really looking  “socially intimidated” about confronting some-

Have you come to work hung over 1-5

| F %QQ@@ E&dgg . B - o times or more in the last month?
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one they suspect of being under the influence.
“The bombshell of this study is that those

t . .

~ Plug i’ Play who think their staffs have been clean and
Plug n' Play system allows removal of ail above ground | pure, or that they can easily spot people under
features in the off season. Also, the features can be the influence are wrong,” Brewster says.

Still, most experts agree that directors
and managers need to make clear, strict rules
about drinking and stick to them. “We think
lifeguards should not be drinking during the
season,” Priest says flatly.

Brewster adds that some guards may
come to work impaired because they work
undet strict absenteeism policies. Directors
need to tell guards they would rather have
themn miss work than come in hung over or
intoxicated, he says.

Still, o really deal with the problem,
some professionals advocate random drug
testing to enforce such mles. “My view is
that random testing is critical,” Brewster says.

Perrine advocates breath testing. He
says screening units can be purchased for

© 340 to $50. Others say guatds should be
held to the same standards as other life-
saving professionals.
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tographers love the underwater visibility.
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» Percentage of
respondents who said that

Drinking...
A "n I“gl’roh!em
they have driven while

; 6 intoxicated; four admit to

receiving DUl or DWI convictions

“T was not permitted to consume alco-
hel or intake drugs while on the job, or
within eight hours of reporting to work,”
says Dworkin, a former firefighter/EMT. “To
do so would jecpardize the safety of not only
myself, bue that of my fellow firefighters EMTs,
as well as the public I was responsible for
protecting. 1 believe lifeguards should be
held to the exact same standard.”

The trouble is that for the most part
lifeguards aren’t nearly as mature as those

| was not permitted fo
consume alcohol while on
the job or within eight
hours of reporting fo work
as a firefighter/EMT.

- Lifeguards should be held

to the exact same standard.

professionals -« or as weli«paid Many of
them are still minozs.

That's why it’s important to involve the
parents as well, says Priest. “If there is an in-
cident and someone dies, the parents’ assets .
are at risk also,” she says. “So we need to
educate both guards and their parents.”

Ultimately, though, the lifeguard pro-
fession must figure out how to deal with
its drinking issue. “Some people might say
kids will be kids, but they're performing
a very adult fanction,” Perrine says. “And
these kids are doing 2 job that really has
the uitimate adult responsibilities — life
and death.” . A 1

An unscientific blind survey was conducted, with
6,430 responses from survey packets sent out to
more than 1 400 facilities in the United Stazes and
Conada. Any survey with a name, age, sex or
working location was thrown out. There was no
place on the survey for any personal information
and this was done to help keep the study blind. The
survey awas conducted in lae 2002 and early 2003.



FROM THE EDITOR

A Matter of I.Ifeun Death

e looked young, too young to carry such a heavy bur-

den. On grainy video, “Reed” recalled the day he saw a

young gitl die on his lifeguard watch. With halting words,

he said he still remembered his fellow guard breaking
the surface with the lifeless gitl in his arms. That night, he
said, he kept seeing the little girl in his room, had to keep the
light on. Sometimes, even four years later, he still does.

The video, part of a seminar I recently attended, was a
stark reminder of the heavy responsibilities lifeguards shoulder every day. And it only
reinforced the impottance of an article in this month’ issue. The article focuses on a
survey that asked lifeguards about their alcohol consumption and wozk habits, and it
produced some disturbing results.

It may be no surprise that some lifeguards drink. Many of them, like Reed, are
young kids, eager to experiment, have fun. But for lifeguards, the fun should never
affect their job performance. Too often, it does. The survey even found that some
lifeguards are drinking at work.

Certainly, none of this is done maliciously. Most lifeguards who work impaired
by alcohol probably have no idea of the risks they're taking. Thats why this article is
so important. Along with suggesting how big the problem s, it goes into detail about
how hangovers and drinking affect key lifeguarding skills such as reaction tirne, alert-

' ness and scanning abilities. ‘

Tknow the article and its implications might make some people angry. How dare
we question the integrity of lifeguards. How dare we give artomeys more ammunition
to go after guards and facilities. How dare we publish. an unscientific survey as fact.

Whatever the reaction, I hope people read it. 1 hope lifeguards read it.  hope di-
rectors read it and pass it on to their guards. [ hope anyone with any association to
lifeguarding takes the information to heatt. Maybe it will encourage more facilities to
develop tough new standards on alcohol use, along'with educational campaigns about
why lifeguarding and drinking don’t mix. ,

Because as bad as it must feel for 2 lifeguard such as Reed to see someone die on
his watch, imagine how much worse it would feel knowing that you weren’t at 100
percent when it happened. That maybe you could have saved someone’s life if you just

hadn't partied so hard the night before, or had 2 quick beer on break. Then imagine -

having to live with that question, that death, the rest of your life. AL

Gary Thil, Editor
gthilf@hanle .com
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