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At this point, many of us recog nise the hall mark symp toms of a Covid-19 infec tion: an aching throat, a clogged nose, a per -
sist ent cough and an over whelm ing sense of blah. But lying awake at night, dur ing the peak of sick ness or in the weeks or
months fol low ing an infec tion, some people dis cover another down side: They can’t sleep.
“We see it all the time,” said Dr Ziyad Al-Aly, the chief of research and devel op ment at the VA St Louis Health care Sys tem.
Here’s why Covid can be so dis rupt ive to your sleep, along with tips for get ting enough rest.
WHY COVID AFFECTS SLEEP
One the ory is based in bio logy. In some people with Covid infec tions, the virus may be able to get into the hypo thal amus — a
key part of the brain for reg u lat ing sleep, said Dr Peter Chin-Hong, an infec tious dis ease spe cial ist at the Uni versity of Cali -
for nia, San Fran cisco. Any area of the body that the virus enters, it can in�ame, he said; any part that gets in�amed tends to
func tion less well.
This means that even if people linger in bed for eight hours, they may not be get ting deep, res tor at ive sleep, Dr Al-Aly said.
The psy cho lo gical strain that comes with hav ing Covid can also dis rupt sleep, Dr Chin-Hong said. People can feel anxious in
isol a tion, which can leave them rest less and unable to sleep soundly.
And then there are the phys ical e�ects of the sick ness. The symp toms can keep you up.
Con versely, some people end up sleep ing for long stretches when they have Covid, Dr Al-Aly said, as the body con serves
energy while it �ghts o� the infec tion. “The whole cir ca dian rhythm, the whole equi lib rium of the body,” he said, “is really
dis turbed in the acute phase.”
Sleep dis rup tions can con tinue even after the virus has run its course and someone has tested neg at ive. A study of over 950
adults with long Covid found that 41% of them exper i enced mod er ate to severe sleep dis turb ances. In addi tion to things like
rest less ness and insom nia, Dr Al-Aly said that some people with long Covid may con tinue to sleep for exten ded peri ods of
time because the body still acts as if it needs to �ght o� the virus.
Per sist ent sleep issues may poten tially stem from linger ing in�am ma tion in the brain, as well as the aches and pains that
can come with long Covid. They may also be a byproduct of anxi ety and depres sion that can strike some people in the wake
of an infec tion, Dr Chin-Hong said. There’s also a pos sible asso ci ation between long Covid and res pir at ory con di tions like
obstruct ive sleep apnea, said Dr Marc Sala, co-dir ector of the North west ern Medi cine Com pre hens ive Covid-19 Cen ter in
Chicago.
Poor sleep could be one pos sible explan a tion for why so many people with long Covid exper i ence intense fatigue, Dr Al-Aly
said.
WHAT TO DO ABOUT COVIDRELATED SLEEP DISTURBANCES
The basic rules of good sleep hygiene apply to people who have Covid or are in the after math of the infec tion, Dr Chin-Hong
said. Make sure your room is dark and cool and avoid drink ing alco hol too close to bed time, he advised. If you �nd your self
toss ing and turn ing in bed, don’t just stay there. Move to a di� er ent part of the room (or another room alto gether) and
spend 15 minutes doing a sooth ing, ideally screen-free activ ity, like knit ting, read ing or listen ing to a pod cast or calm ing
music. If you are too exhausted to move, even sit ting up in bed can be help ful.
Cog nit ive beha vi oural ther apy may also be a use ful tool to get more and bet ter sleep, said Dr Paul Auwaerter, a pro fessor at
the Johns Hop kins Uni versity School of Medi cine. Ther ap ists and other clini cians can admin is ter cog nit ive beha vi oural
ther apy, and there are online tools such as Insom nia Coach, a free app from the Depart ment of Vet er ans A�airs that any one
can use.
Dr Auwaerter said he some times recom mends cer tain med ic a tions, like low doses of anti de press ants, to help alle vi ate per -
sist ent sleep issues.
If you are con sist ently strug gling to get enough sleep dur ing or after Covid, talk to your health care pro vider; they may want
to screen for sleep apnea, Dr Sala said.
Rest less nights are a pain for any one, but they can be par tic u larly dam aging for people strug gling with long Covid, Dr Sala
said. “A bad night’s sleep can be really trouble some the next day for you in terms of your energy, your think ing,” he said,
“but this seems to be even more dra matic for someone who already has brain fog.”
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