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SLEEP IN THE TIME OF COVID



Unl ike  ‘Love  in  the  T ime of  Cho lera ’ ,  th i s  a r t i c le  i s  not
a  saga  of  unrequ i ted  love ,  but  ra ther  a  saga  of  can  we
p lease  get  our  zzz ’ s  back !

We can  thank  the  Romans  for  the  term “get t ing  up  on
the  wrong  s ide  of  the  bed . ”  They  be l ieved  that
awaken ing  on  the  le f t  s ide  would  br ing  you  bad  luck ,
but  we ’ re  more  l i ke ly  to  use  th i s  te rm to  a  genera l  l ack
of  s leep  and  fee l ing  out  of  sor ts .

Unfor tunate ly ,  i t ’ s  not  supers t i t ion :  most  of  us  suf fer
f rom the  odd  rest less  n ight .  We might  be  worr ied
about  work ,  puzz l ing  over  a  prob lem,  p lann ing  for  the
day  ahead ,  fee l ing  uncomfortab le ,  o r  jus t  hav ing  one
of  those  n ights .  But  dur ing  the  las t  year ,  a  dark
COVID-19 shaped  c loud  hovered  over  many  of  our
heads  as  we t r ied  to  s leep .

I t  was  an  unprecedented  g loba l  pandemic  that  p layed
havoc  wi th  our  day- to-day  l i ves ,  as  we l l  as  our  n ight -
t ime rout ines .  The  v i rus  took  i t s  to l l  in  a  number  of
ways ,  impact ing  our  s leep  quant i ty ,  s leep ing  t iming
and even  our  dreams .

How has  COVID-19 brought  about  such  a  negat ive
change?  Let ’ s  f ind  out .
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A m o u n t  o f  S l e e p

A number  of  recent  s tud ies  have  exp lored  how much
we’ve  s lept  s ince  the  pandemic  a r r ived .  S leep-t rack ing
company  Ev idat ion  Hea l th  car r ied  out  research
invo lv ing  68 ,000 US par t i c ipants ,  each  armed wi th  a
f i tness  t racker .  The  research  moni tored  how peop le
were  fee l ing ,  mov ing ,  and  how they  s lept  dur ing  the
lockdown per iod .  The  data  suggested  that  peop le  were
moving  less  and  s leep ing  more ,  w i th  tota l  tota l  s leep
t ime increas ing  across  the  U .S .  by  20%.  

Th is  data  i s  complemented  by  other  s tud ies ,  inc lud ing
two peer- rev iewed papers  f rom Current  B io logy .  The
research  focused  on  German ,  Aust r ian ,  and  Swiss
c i t i zens ,  examin ing  the  d i f ference  between the  s leep
ach ieved  dur ing  the  week  versus  s leep  at  the  weekend .  

The  data  imp l ied  that  the  tota l  amount  of  s leep  had
increased  by  13  minutes .  I t  a l so  suggested  that  the
conf l i c t  between externa l  soc ia l  t ime  and  our  bod ies ’
in terna l  b io log ica l  t ime ,  known in forma l ly  as  “ soc ia l  j e t
lag”  (SJL ) ,  had  decreased .  

SJL  was  co ined  in  2006 by  T i l  Roenneberg ,  a  German
professor  of  chronob io logy .  I t  occurs  when our  s leep
pat terns  a l ter  drast i ca l ly .  We can  use  teenagers  as  a
good example :  they  tend  to  en joy  s tay ing  up  as  l a te  as
poss ib le  on  the  weekends ,  on ly  to  compensate  wi th
subsequent  l a te ,  l azy  morn ings .
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This  a l lows  for  p lenty  of  s leep ,  but  when Monday  ro l l s
a round aga in ,  teens  must  rever t  to  a  weekday  pat tern
of  r i s ing  ear l ie r  and  go ing  to  bed  ear l ie r .  SJL  descr ibes
the  fee l ing  of  t i redness  or  “ je t  l ag”  that  can  occur
when we swi tch  between the  two.  

Of  course ,  SJL  doesn ’ t  jus t  app ly  to  s leepy  teens .  I t
can  a f fect  anyone  who genera l ly  fo l lows  a  pat tern  of
ear ly  weekday  r i s ing/s leep ing  versus  weekend l ie - ins
and  la te  bedt imes .  Most  of  us  have  busy  weekdays  to
negot ia te ;  we  get  up  ear ly  to  take  the  k ids  to  schoo l ,
we  work  hard ,  and  then  we face  a  long  commute  home.
Weekends  tend  to  be  more  re lax ing  and  le i sure ly .  We
often  take  th i s  opportun i ty  to  make  up  for  los t  s leep .

S ince  the  ar r iva l  o f  COVID-19 ,  th i s  pat tern  has
sh i f ted .  The  pandemic  has  prompted  ind iv idua ls  to
change  the  way  they  work ,  and  a l ter  the i r  da i ly
rout ines  and  hab i ts .  Peop le  a re  not  duty-bound by  the
same weekday  ob l igat ions .  Lockdown has  c losed
schoo ls  and  bus inesses ;  some peop le  a re  work ing  f rom
home and  others  a re  not  work ing  a t  a l l .  The  potent ia l
to  s leep  proper ly  has  increased  dramat ica l ly ,  and
weekends  a re  no  longer  used  to  p lay  “catch  up . ”
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However ,  though  we have  the  opportun i ty  to  s leep
longer  hours ,  i t  doesn ’ t  necessar i l y  fo l low that  s leep
qua l i ty  has  increased .  In  fact ,  the  Current  B io logy
study  a l ready  ment ioned  ind icates  a  decrease  in  s leep
qua l i ty  for  a  subset  of  par t i c ipants .  Th is  cou ld  be  for  a
var ie ty  of  reasons ,  but  one  of  the  ma in  cu lpr i t s  might
be  COVID-19 .

The  data  ind icates  that  the  onset  of  a  g loba l  pandemic
has  caused  peop le  to  change  the  way  they  act  and
operate .  I t  imp l ies  that  for  some,  both  the  amount  and
qua l i ty  of  s leep  have  increased ,  but  we know that  th i s
i sn ’ t  the  case  for  everyone .  

COVID-19 has  brought  uncer ta inty  and  hear tache .
With  i l lness ,  job  woes ,  the  death  of  loved  ones ,  and
genera l  anx iety  about  what  l i es  ahead ,  peop le  a re
toss ing  and  turn ing  a t  n ight .  Overa l l ,  our  phys ica l
act iv i ty  has  reduced  and  we have  less  menta l
s t imu lat ion ,  two act iv i t ies  that  wear  us  out .  Without
these  act iv i t ies ,  we  can  f ind  ourse lves  go ing  to  bed
without  actua l ly  fee l ing  t i red ,  wh ich  leads  to  poor  res t
qua l i ty .  
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